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Norwegian Institute for Labour and Social Research (Fafo). 

The inspiration for the project was the empirical observation 
that young people and women in Greece have for a long time 
been the least economically active categories of the population. 
Both groups exhibit low participation and employment rates in 
the labour market, and higher unemployment rates compared to 
older age cohorts and men respectively. The decade-long economic 
crisis aggravated this situation further, particularly for the young, 
who proved extremely vulnerable to the deterioration of the labour 
market conditions. Since 2020, the pandemic has been a source 
of new stress in the labour market. 

Given the urgent need to recover the output and prosperity lost 
by the economic crisis but also to reform Greece’s growth model 
towards a more sustainable direction which emphasizes innovation 
and extroversion and embraces the digital and green transitions, 
the mobilization of human capital is of paramount importance for 
Greece’s economic future. Strengthening the ability of young peo-
ple to access the labour market and follow a career corresponding 
to their qualifications and aspirations should be a priority in this 
effort. With this as a starting point, this study seeks to document 
and analyse in depth the status of young people in the Greek labour 
market, with an emphasis on the position of young women, with 
a view to identifying the main barriers to access and the pursuit 
of professional advancement. 
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In addition, an overview of youth employment and gender 
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choices that have improved the integration of youth and women in 
the labour market in Scandinavia, policy measures for education, 
the labour market and work-family balance are reviewed.

The ultimate objective of our research, to be completed in a sec-
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policy proposals on how to facilitate the access and advancement 
of young people in the Greek labour market, including specific 
recommendations on how to overcome gender-related barriers.
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

■

Introduction

The under-utilization of the labour potential of women and the 
young constitutes a major disadvantage for Greece. The inte-

gration of young people and women in the world of work contrib-
utes to their own well-being, promotes social and intergenerational 
cohesion, and adds valuable resources to the economy, increasing 
its productive capacity and growth potential. 

Given the economic and social impact of the 2010s crisis, and 
more recently, of the pandemic, strong economic recovery along 
a sustainable path is a challenge of the utmost importance and 
urgency for Greece. To this end, mobilizing human capital needs 
to be a top policy priority.

In this context, this study focuses on the difficulties that young 
people face both in accessing the labour market and in making 
their first professional steps once employed. The research places 
emphasis on the gender dimension by exploring in more detail the 
difficulties faced by young women. The study also draws on the 
expertise of Fafo in the institutions and dynamics of the labour 
market in the Nordic countries, to gain from knowledge transfer 
and policy learning.

Principal findings

There are three structural trends that have affected the integration 
of youth in the Greek labour market over the past two decades:



Youth inclusion and gender equality  

18

●● The population of young people in Greece has diminished 
over the last twenty years, due to adverse demographic 
trends and the emigration wave that took place during the 
crisis. As a result, the number of young people in the Greek 
labour force has declined dramatically. The decline in the 
participation rate has been modest and concentrated in the 
younger age groups (15-24), who stay in education for 
longer and therefore enter the labour market later in life.

●● Though fewer, young people are clearly better qualified 
compared to past generations. The share of labour market 
participants whose highest credentials are from lower sec-
ondary education or below has declined, while the share 
of economically active tertiary education graduates has 
increased substantially. Moreover, during the 2010s crisis, 
both employment prospects and protection against unem-
ployment improved for the better-educated youth.

●● While young women continue to be less economically active 
than men, their share in the labour force has increased over 
the past twenty years. Two factors may sustain this trend: 
(a) young women have more educational qualifications than 
young men; they account for roughly 60 per cent of recent 
post-secondary vocational and tertiary education graduates, 
and (b) the increased opportunities for flexible employment 
after the crisis could also lead to a higher employment rate 
for women, as women tend to work more in part-time jobs.

Over and above these structural trends, and the impact of the crisis 
of the 2010s, a significant structural feature, which also affects 
youth’s place in the labour market, is the mismatch between their 
educational qualifications and skills and those required by the 
economy. This problem relates to two other factors: 

●● The apparent inability of the Greek economy to absorb 
more highly qualified young people. Youth employment is 
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concentrated in sectors which are not knowledge-intensive; 
employment in sectors like telecommunications, manufac-
turing, computer programming, and engineering remains at 
very low levels.

●● The failure to connect the educational system to the econ-
omy. Youth make inefficient educational and professional 
choices, opting for fields with poor professional prospects. 
Moreover, the design of study programmes is unresponsive 
to the needs of the labour market both in higher and in 
vocational education.

With regard to the place of young women in the labour market, 
despite the trend towards convergence described above, they still 
have substantially lower participation and employment rates and 
higher unemployment, long-term unemployment, and NEET rates 
that young men. There are two reasons for the differentiation be-
tween the sexes, which occurs after their mid-20s. First, some 
women exit the labour market due to family commitments. Second, 
the demand for female labour is lower than that of men in these 
age groups.

In terms of ‘in-employment’ differences, the unadjusted gen-
der pay gap is roughly 10 per cent; when age, educational level 
and sector of occupation are considered, but without correcting 
for self-selection, this drops to 7 per cent. It also appears that the 
gender wage gap is narrower for more recent cohorts. Also, wom-
en find it more difficult than men to reach the higher echelons of 
professional hierarchy. Finally, employed women rate all types of 
discrimination as more important obstacles to career advancement 
than men. This is an indication that women experience more in-
tensely all types of discrimination.

As documented by our survey, this situation leaves youth with 
the impression that they are being discriminated against due to their 
age, and contributes to the problems of prolonged unemployment 
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and labour market exit. It also contributes to the acceptance of 
jobs with lower qualifications or unrelated to their studies, which 
in turn leads some of them to a vicious cycle of low job satisfac-
tion, lack of effort and unsatisfactory professional progress. Under 
these conditions, for a large part of Greece’s youth, attaining their 
overwhelming priority, work-family life balance, seems almost 
impossible. It is therefore not surprising to find that almost one 
in three are thinking of leaving the country in the coming years.

The Nordic countries’ success in integrating young people and 
women into the labour market has involved: (a) a holistic strategy 
in line with economic needs and social priorities, and (b) an array 
of policy tools which include inter alia, active labour market pol-
icies for swift school to work transition (STW), a well-established 
VET system, localized and targeted policies for NEETs, a well-de-
veloped childcare system, generous parental leave with fathers’ 
quotas to encourage a more even distribution of parental leave 
between men and women, and the assignment of gender equality 
activity and reporting duties, to the state, the social partners and 
most importantly, to employers.

The lack of a holistic strategy, which includes a structured 
and significant contribution by the social partners, stands out as a 
significant difference between Greece and the Nordic countries, 
where the social partners view full employment as part of their 
responsibilities. 

In this context, recent reforms in various aspects of the edu-
cational system and the labour market institutions, while positive 
overall, seem unconnected, and it is doubtful whether they will 
be able to have a significant impact on the integration of young 
men and women in the Greek labour market. 
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M E T H O D O L O G Y  N O T E

■

The analysis in this study focuses on the position of the age 
group 15-34 in the Greek labour market. This group is not 

treated as uniform but divided into four subgroups: 15-19, 20-24, 
25-29 and 30-34 years old. This methodological choice is justified 
by the distinct relation young people in different age groups have 
with the labour market, and therefore the different challenges they 
face as existing or potential labour market participants.

Thus, the 15-19 and 20-24 age groups exhibit high mobility 
from a labour market perspective, since most of them alternate 
between education and employment and often combine study-
ing and working; therefore, their position in the labour market is 
often transitory. Furthermore, many of them have not yet made 
conscious choices about their future careers, which means that 
they are prepared to be employed in various jobs, not necessari-
ly related to their qualifications. Consequently, the employment 
prospects of young people aged 15-19 and 20-24 -with the partial 
exception of vocational education and training graduates- depend 
to a lesser extent on their qualifications and skills, and their lack 
of experience does not deter employers from hiring them. This, 
however, means that youth in these age groups often take jobs 
where their qualifications and skills are not utilised.

On the other hand, the employment decisions of young people 
aged 25-29 and 30-34 are more strategic. Their transition from 
education to the labour market depends more on their qualifi-
cations and skills, as they try to find employment that is related 
to their studies and the career they aspire to. Moreover, many of 
them, particularly in the 30-34 age group, have started their own 
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families and more generally have assumed financial commitments. 
Therefore, they need to earn a living and are more prepared to 
compromise on some of their employment preferences rather than 
stay unemployed or exit the labour market. The lack of work expe-
rience affects their transition from education to the labour market 
to a greater extent than that of people in the younger age groups.
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■

Crisis refers to the sovereign debt crisis that Greece went through 
during the 2010s. In 2010 Greece signed a financial assistance 
programme. Two more programmes followed in 2012 and 2015. 
The country completed its third financial assistance programme 
in 2018.

Economic sector is defined according to the 2-digits NACE Rev.2 
Statistical Classification of Economic Activities.

Educational attainment level corresponds to the highest ISCED 
(International Standard Classification of Education) level success-
fully completed by persons. The ISCED levels are divided into 
ISCED 0-2 (less than primary, primary, and lower secondary edu-
cation), ISCED 3-4 (upper secondary and post-secondary non-ter-
tiary education), and ICED 5+ (tertiary education). 

Employed persons are those who work at least one hour per week 
for pay or profit or are temporarily absent from such work. The em-
ployment rate for a given age group is the number of employed 
persons as a percentage of the total population of the group. 

Employment contract. A worker can be employed under an in-
definite job-contract, when the actual duration of employment 
relation has not been agreed in advance, or under a limited duration 
job-contract (temporary employment). 

Employment rate: Employed persons as a percentage of the total 
number of people aged 15-64 (average population during the year).
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Labour force: The sum of employed and unemployed persons. 

Long-term unemployment refers to persons who remain unem-
ployed for 12 months or more.

Occupation is defined using the 2-digits codes of the International 
Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO 08). 

Participants in the labour force (economically active population) 
are the sum of employed and unemployed persons of a given age 
group. The labour force participation rate (activity rate) for a given 
age group is the sum of employed and unemployed persons as a 
percentage of its total population. 

Unemployed persons are those who are not employed but are 
available to begin working immediately and they are actively 
seeking work. The unemployment rate for a given age group is 
the number of unemployed persons as a percentage of the active 
population (labour force) of the group. 

Working time: An employed person can be a full-time or a part-
time worker. In Greece, part-time worker is an employed person 
whose normal working hours are fewer than those of a comparable 
full-time worker. For the Nordic countries, the following applies: 
In Denmark the distinction is based on the spontaneous answers 
of respondents; in Norway and Sweden part-time work is deter-
mined based on whether the usual hours worked are fewer than 
35, while full-time on whether the usual hours worked are 35 or 
more. In Sweden, this criterion is in addition applied to self-em-
ployed persons.

Young people neither in employment nor in education and 
training (NEETs) are persons who are not employed and not in-
volved in further (formal or non-formal) education or training.
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1

INTRODUCTION

Dimitris Katsikas

■

1.1  �The Greek labour market: Key features and trends 
before the pandemic

This study was carried out during the pandemic. The latter posed 
a major challenge for economies across the world and the na-

ture of the crisis was such that labour markets were particularly 
affected. Having said that, as the issues under investigation are struc-
tural in nature, we abstain from focusing on conjunctural changes 
brought about by the pandemic and most of the data in the report 
refer to the period up to 2019. 

The Greek labour market has been characterized by serious 
structural weaknesses for decades. As a result, during the crisis, 
and in the context of the economic adjustment programmes im-
plemented by successive Greek governments, the labour market 
became a field of major reform initiatives. The reforms targeted 
many of the stipulations of the previous institutional framework 
in the Greek labour market, widely acknowledged as rigid and 
ineffective (Filinis et al. 2018). The main objective of the re-
forms was to increase the employment and wage flexibility in the 
Greek labour market, making it more efficient and resilient, with 
the ultimate objective being the improvement of the economy’s 
international competitiveness. The impact of the reforms has been 
mixed; studies have shown that reforms such as the relaxation 
of employment legislation and the reduction of labour taxation 
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helped reduce unemployment during the crisis (Filinis and Geor-
gakopoulos 2018); unit labour costs, which had risen faster than 
productivity in the pre-crisis period, declined, while employment 
and participation rates were positively affected (Gatopoulos et 
al. 2020). On the other hand, there has been criticism about the 
one-sided aspect of the reforms which increased flexibility with-
out improving security (Tourtouri et al. 2020), while several of 
the proclaimed reform objectives, such as combatting undeclared 
employment and protecting the most vulnerable groups of workers, 
were not met (Filinis and Georgakopoulos 2018). 

A definitive assessment of the reforms is difficult given the ex-
tremely adverse economic conditions of the previous decade and the 
outbreak of the pandemic since 2020, which disrupted once again 
the functioning of the labour market. Having said that, it is widely 
acknowledged that despite the reforms, the labour market continues 
to suffer from long-term structural weaknesses. More specifically, 
the Greek labour market is characterized by: (a) low participation 
and employment rates, (b) low productivity, and (c) segmentation. 

1.1.1  Low participation and employment rates

Even before the crisis, the participation and employment rates in 
Greece were among the lowest in the EU. In 2001, the year that 
Greece officially joined the Eurozone, 63.3 per cent of the popula-
tion aged 15-64 participated in the labour force compared to 69.3 
per cent in the EU on average, while only 56.4 per cent of the pop-
ulation in the same age group was employed, compared to 61.3 per 
cent in the EU (Figure 1.1). During the 2000s both the participation 
and employment rates started to increase and to gradually converge 
towards the EU averages. The crisis halted, and in the case of 
employment, reversed this trend dramatically. More specifically, 
since 2009 the share of active population has remained relatively 
stable fluctuating between 67-68 per cent; still, as participation 
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rates in the EU increased during this period, the distance between 
the Greek and EU rates grew again. On the other hand, between 
2009 and 2013 Greece experienced an unprecedented decline in 
its employment rate, which dropped below 50 per cent (48.8), the 
lowest level in decades. The impact of the crisis in the EU was 
much more limited compared to Greece, even in countries that 
had also implemented economic adjustment programmes. After 
2013 the employment rates recovered gradually in both the EU 
and Greece. However, Greece still has a long way to go to reach 
the EU average. In 2019, Greece’s employment rate stood at 56.5 
per cent, back at its 2001 level; this was the worst performance in 
the EU, 12 percentage points below the EU average.

The low employment rates are partly due to the high unem-
ployment rates, particularly after the crisis. Before the crisis, 
despite a long period of high growth, from the mid-1990s to 2007, 
unemployment in Greece hovered around the 10 per cent mark. 
This was higher than, but close to the EU and Euro area averag-
es (Figure 1.2). From 2005 unemployment started to gradually 
decline, reaching its lowest level in 2008 (7.8 per cent). With the 
onset of the crisis, the unemployment rate rose sharply. The total 
unemployment rate more than tripled between 2007 and 2013, 
reaching a peak of 27.5 per cent. Although all crisis-hit countries 
experienced increases in unemployment, the rise in Greece was 
by far the largest in the euro area. The only country with com-
parable numbers was Spain, which saw its unemployment rate 
peak at 26.1 per cent in 2013. Following the gradual recovery of 
the economy, the unemployment rate has been slowly declining 
in recent years, reaching 17.3 per cent in 2019, still the highest 
unemployment rate in the EU.
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1.1.2  Low labour productivity

Labour productivity in Greece is low compared to most advanced 
economies. After a period of improvement from the mid-1990s 
to the mid-2000s, labour productivity stagnated, and after the 
outbreak of the crisis declined, stabilizing in recent years, albeit 
at levels below those of the pre-crisis period. In 2019 the value 
added produced in an hour in Greece corresponded to 56 per cent 
of that produced in the EU on average, and to less than 50 per cent 
of that produced in North European economies; the comparison 
with most other South European economies is also not favourable 
(Figure 1.3).

The low levels of labour productivity are partly due to struc-
tural features of the Greek economy, such as the diachronically 
low levels of private productive investment, including through 
FDI, and the very small size of Greek businesses. The resulting 
lack of productive assets, both physical and intangible (techno-
logical knowhow and innovation-related intellectual property 
rights), and the lack of scale, sustain each other in a negative 
economic equilibrium, characterized by low productivity, leading 
to low international competitiveness. This situation perpetuates 
Greek businesses’ orientation towards the domestic market and 
low value-added activities. The crisis made matters worse; during 
the 2010s the economy ran well below its productive potential, 
investments collapsed, and savings turned negative, leading to 
substantial investment and savings gaps (Pissarides Report 2020).

In addition to structural features of the Greek economy, low 
productivity is also due to the lack of appropriate skills. Accord-
ing to the European Skills Index (ESI) developed by Cedefop, 
Greece’s skills system performs very poorly. The ESI index is 
composed of three sub-indices: skills development (which meas-
ures the development of skills through the educational, vocational 
training, and life-long learning systems), skills activation (which 
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measures the participation of different skills in the labour market), 
and skills matching (which measures the effective matching of 
available skills with those required in the labour market). 

Figure 1.3 

Productivity per hour worked, EEA member states  
(euros, constant prices 2010)
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Greece ranks very low on every index. In the overall index, Greece 
comes second from bottom, above only Italy, with a score of 30, 
while the leader (the Czech Republic) has a score of 77 (the perfect 
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score being 100). Despite this, Greece’s performance has improved 
somewhat in relation to previous measurements: it scored just 23 
in 2016, when it was in joint last place with Spain. In terms of the 
sub-indices, Greece scored 43 in skills development, ranking 5th 
from bottom, 45 in skills activation, ranking 4th from bottom, and 
17 in skills matching, ranking last, as it did in previous measure-
ments, although it has improved its score from the extremely low 
score of 9 achieved in 2016.

Looking more closely at the skills matching dimension, it be-
comes clear that Greece faces a serious skills mismatch prob-
lem, that is, incongruity between workers’ qualifications and the 
requirements of the jobs and vacancies available in the labour 
market, 1 with the country occupying the last places among EU 
member states in various relevant rankings (e.g., Cedefop 2019, 
2020a; OECD 2019). On the supply side of the labour market, 
Greek workers experience both vertical and horizontal mismatch; 
the economic crisis made things worse, as highly educated and/
or skilled people found themselves unable to find suitable jobs, 
which led to ‘brain drain’ and ‘brain waste’ phenomena, as large 
numbers of workers either left the country or became long-term 
unemployed or under-employed.

On the labour demand side, skill shortages are also consist-
ently high in Greece. According to the latest talent shortage survey 
conducted by Manpower, 80 per cent of employers are facing 

1  The concept of skills mismatch is complex and multifaceted. It includes 
both vertical (over/ under-qualification) and horizontal (i.e., the unrelat-
edness between the type/ content of one’s qualifications and the nature of 
their work) mismatch, as well as the obsolescence of skills. Viewed from 
the employers’ side, it includes skills gaps and shortages. The former refers 
to situations where workers do not have the necessary skills to perform their 
duties competently, while the latter to the inability of employers to find suit-
ably qualified workers for vacancies they need to fill. For a more detailed 
discussion of these concepts see McGuiness et al. (2018).
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difficulties finding the appropriate personnel (Manpower 2021). 
This is an all-time high for Greece, and the results have undoubted-
ly been affected by the pandemic, as evidenced by the fact that the 
percentage of companies reporting difficulties has spiked globally. 
Nonetheless, Greek employers reported a high incidence of hiring 
difficulties even before the pandemic (SEV 2019). 

The skills shortages problem should not, however, be attrib-
uted entirely to the labour supply. Skills shortages may relate 
to the wage and employment conditions offered by companies 
(McGuiness et al. 2018). The wages Greek companies have offered 
since the crisis have not been particularly attractive on average, 
while other aspects of the employment on offer, such as training 
opportunities, are also in short supply in Greece; only 21.7 per 
cent of Greek enterprises offer continuing vocational education 
and training (CVET), compared to 72.6 per cent in the EU (Ce-
defop 2020b).

1.1.3  Segmentation

The Greek labour market is segmented. Although segmentation 
can be seen in numerous aspects of its performance (Filinis et al. 
2018), there are two major lines of segmentation, which effectively 
render the labour market in Greece a three-tiered market. First, the 
share of self-employment is substantially higher compared to most 
other European economies (Figure 1.4). Although the number of 
those self-employed has declined slightly over the years, following 
a trend common to most European economies, it continues to be 
more than double the EU and euro area averages, and Greece is 
the only country with a share of self-employed which is higher 
than 20 per cent of total employment. 

Apart from historical reasons and the idiosyncratic charac-
teristics of the Greek economy, which render this choice attrac-
tive for many people, this feature has also been the result of a 
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practice whereby employers substitute dependent employment 
with self-employment to avoid the burdens of the institutional 
framework covering employees (e.g., high severance payments, 
cost of insurance contributions, parenthood leaves, etc.).

Figure 1.4 

Share of self-employed, EEA member states (% of total employment,  
15-64 years old)
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In other words, part of the self-employed are effectively sub-
stituting employees, without however enjoying the advantages of 
dependent employment. The prevalence of this practice is evident 
by the share of self-employed in Greece who do not employ other 
persons (being themselves effectively employees). As shown in 
Figure 1.5, 75 per cent of self-employed persons do not have 
employees. During the crisis this percentage increased further to 
80 per cent, which could indicate a strengthening of the practice, 
although undoubtedly a large part of the increase is due to the clo-
sure of many small businesses with employees. Finally, it should 
be noted that the incentives for this practice are strengthened by 
the very high taxation of labour in Greece, particularly for mid-
dle-level wages (Pissarides Report 2020, 101-102).

Figure 1.5 

Share of self-employed persons without employees
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Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.

Another major segmentation line in the Greek labour market is that 
between declared and undeclared employment. The occurrence 
of undeclared work is directly related to the size of the informal 
economy, which in Greece is estimated at 30 per cent of GDP 
(Kelmanson et al. 2019), one of the highest in the EU. There are 
no reliable data on the exact number of undeclared workers; studies 
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conducted during the previous decade have estimated a high share 
of undeclared work, usually close to or over 30 per cent (for a 
brief review see ILO 2016). The report of the “Artemis” project, 
meant to combat uninsured and undeclared work, published by 
the Hellenic Labour Inspectorate (SEPE), gives a different pic-
ture. Out of 243.974 inspections performed during the period 15 
September 2013 - 31 December 2019, undeclared work was found 
in only 11.73 per cent of the enterprises inspected, with the share 
of undeclared workers being only 5.35 per cent; according to the 
report, the average annual rate of undeclared work in sectors with 
high delinquency has declined dramatically since 2013, when it 
was over 30 per cent, to 5.22 per cent in 2019 (SEPE 2020). 

While the relaxation of the employment legislation framework, 
which reduced employers’ incentives for using undeclared work, 
the introduction of new electronic registration and inspection sys-
tems, and the imposition of substantially higher fines in recent 
years, have very likely reduced the incidence of undeclared work, 
these percentages seem very low, particularly since the estimates 
for the size of the informal economy have not changed substan-
tially during the same period, and should probably be treated as 
minimum thresholds. Such scepticism is corroborated by the find-
ings of a 2019 Special Eurobarometer survey (No 498), where 27 
per cent of respondents from Greece said that they had paid for 
goods and services that very likely included undeclared work, 
compared to only 10 per cent of respondents from the EU as a 
whole. Looking at the supply side of undeclared work, 59 per cent 
of respondents from Greece stated that they knew a person that 
worked informally, wholly or in part, compared to 33 per cent in 
the EU. It should be noted that these figures are not substantially 
different from the responses of a similar survey carried out in 2013; 
at the time, 30 per cent of respondents had said that they had paid 
for goods and services that very likely included undeclared work, 
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while 54 per cent had stated that they knew a person that worked 
without declaring their income or part of it.

The phenomena of undeclared and under-declared work (which 
seems to be on the rise in recent years),2 no doubt relate to the 
structural characteristics of the Greek economy, such as the high 
share of self-employed described above, and the prevalence of very 
small businesses in employment. According to Eurostat data, in 
2018 there were approximately 710,000 enterprises in Greece; 94.8 
per cent of these employed up to 9 persons, which corresponded 
to roughly 48 per cent of all employees, the highest percentage 
in the EU. Micro businesses of this kind have more incentives to 
use undeclared employment to reduce regulatory and tax burdens,3 
while they also tend to employ family members informally. On 
the other hand, the self-employed also have increased incentives 
to work informally to avoid paying insurance contributions and 
reduce their tax obligations. It is also easier for them to do so, 
particularly for those offering services to physical persons; ac-
cording to the 2019 Special Eurobarometer, respondents typically 
purchased services that included undeclared work for home repairs 
and renovations, hairdressing and beauty, general repairs (e.g., 
mobiles, cars, etc.) and health.

1.2  Rationale and structure of the study

The previous overview of the labour market provides the back-
ground for the analysis that follows. It shows that young peo-
ple and young women in Greece have to navigate a labour mar-
ket fraught with long-standing structural problems, following a 

2 According to anecdotal evidence and employee surveys’ findings. This trend 
may be related to the increased use of part-time employment following the 
reforms of the previous decade.
3  The high labour taxation mentioned above also constitutes a major incen-
tive in this respect.
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prolonged period of adverse economic conditions. The result, as 
will be shown in detail in the next chapters, is that many of these 
problems (e.g., low participation and employment rates, high un-
employment rates, undeclared work, skills mismatch, etc.) are 
even more pronounced for young people, and in many cases for 
young women. 

The under-utilization of the labour potential of women and the 
young constitutes a major disadvantage for Greece. The integration 
of young people and women in the world of work contributes to 
their own well-being, promotes social and intergenerational cohe-
sion and solidarity, and adds valuable resources to the economy, in-
creasing its productive capacity and therefore its growth potential. 

Given the economic and social impact of the 2010s crisis, and 
more recently, of the pandemic, strong economic recovery along a 
sustainable path is a challenge of the utmost importance and urgen-
cy for Greece. The challenge is magnified by the need to achieve 
economic recovery while implementing, and by leveraging, the 
green and digital transitions. To this end, mobilizing human capital 
needs to become a top policy priority. This seems to have been 
realized, at least at the level of public policy analysis and planning. 
From the Pissarides Report, commissioned by the government 
to outline a medium-term plan for sustainable growth in Greece, 
to the policy proposals of the National Recovery and Resilience 
Fund (NRRF), which establishes “Employment, skills and social 
cohesion” as one of its four core pillars to direct funding under the 
NextGenerationEU platform, the integration of young people and 
women in the labour market is increasingly acknowledged as a 
prerequisite for harvesting the full potential of the Greek economy 
and for restoring social cohesion.

In this context, this study is timely and offers insights which 
could be of use to policy makers. More specifically, our research 
focuses on the difficulties that young people face both in accessing 
the labour market and in making their first professional steps once 
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employed. The research places emphasis on the gender dimension 
by exploring in more detail the difficulties faced by young women. 

The study was designed with two objectives in mind: (a) To 
document in detail the situation regarding the inclusion of young 
people in the Greek labour market (including through a gender 
perspective), and (b) Drawing on the expertise of Fafo, to gain 
from knowledge transfer and policy learning.

To offer a comprehensive documentation regarding the inclu-
sion of youth in the labour market, the research proceeds in three 
different directions: first, we document the ‘state of play’ in the 
labour market, through a detailed examination of data about the 
young, with a separate section on young women (chapters 2 and 
3). Second, we examine the Greek educational system (including 
vocational education and training) and its link to the labour market 
(chapters 5 and 6). Third, we document the views of the young 
people themselves through a survey about their experiences in the 
labour market (chapter 7). The youth survey complements the data 
from official databases and registries; we felt that it was necessary 
to listen to the views and aspirations of young people, as well as 
their own accounts of their experiences, including their individu-
al adjustment and “survival” strategies to handle difficulties and 
obstacles. The experience of Fafo, which had already conducted 
a youth barometer survey in Norway, helped us with the design 
of the labour market youth survey in Greece. 

Regarding the second objective, the study includes a chapter 
on labour market policies and practices in the Nordic countries 
(chapter 8). These countries, often referred to as belonging to a 
“Nordic model”, have achieved strong and sustainable growth 
rates, based on high levels of productivity, competitiveness and 
innovation, a dynamic labour market, with high employment rates 
and high levels of life satisfaction. The section on the Nordic coun-
tries presents and discusses policies and best practices improv-
ing the access of young people and women to the labour market. 
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These policies were further explained and put in context in very 
interesting discussions with researchers and stakeholders from 
Norway, in a series of online workshops. Despite the differences 
in the political economies of Greece and Norway, we believe that 
many of these policies and practices could prove useful when 
considering the Greek case. 

In the period between the submission of the research proposal 
for the project and its beginning, the pandemic broke out. Given the 
unique challenges that the pandemic set for labour markets across 
the world, we felt that it was necessary to include an analysis of 
the impact of the pandemic, emphasizing once gain its effects on 
the young (chapter 4). 
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DOCUMENTING THE STATUS OF YOUNG MEN  
AND WOMEN IN THE GREEK LABOUR 

MARKET: PERFORMANCE AND POLICIES
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2

YOUNG PEOPLE IN THE GREEK  
LABOUR MARKET: AN OVERVIEW

Kyriakos Filinis

■

Youth unemployment and underemployment are major prob-
lems of the Greek economy and society. Despite the reforms 

implemented during the previous decade, following the outbreak of 
the crisis, Greece continues to perform poorly on several indicators 
regarding the position of youth in the labour market. The objective 
of this chapter is to outline and analyse the profile of young people 
in the Greek labour market before, during and after the Greek eco-
nomic crisis. The chapter is structured as follows: The first section 
discusses the participation of youth in the labour force. The next 
section focuses on youth employment and its distribution between 
sectors, occupations, and standard and atypical forms of work. Fur-
thermore, it describes how this distribution leads some youth to work 
in jobs for which they are overqualified. Youth unemployment, and 
especially its long-term aspects, are analysed in the third section. The 
fourth section focuses on young people who are not in employment, 
education or training (NEETs). The final section summarizes the 
findings and offers some concluding remarks. An appendix, writ-
ten in collaboration with Apostolos Fasianos, explores further the 
characteristics of overqualified youth in the Greek labour market.

2.1  Participation of young people in the labour force

In Greece, between 2001-2019, the active population aged 15-
34 decreased by 34.4 per cent, from 1.92 million to 1.26 million 
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persons. This trend is common for all the age subgroups, but more 
pronounced for the 15-19 and 20-24 ones (Figure 2.1). 

Specifically, the number of young people aged 15-19 who par-
ticipated in the labour force declined by 73.5 per cent, from 91.8 
to 24.3 thousand, while that of the age group 20-24 declined by 
53.1 per cent, from 446.4 thousand to 209.5 thousand. Regarding 
the 25-29 age subgroup, the number of labour force participants 
decreased from 671.7 to 473.7 thousand, a decline of 29.4 per 
cent. Finally, the number of labour force participants aged 30-34 
declined by 22.3 per cent from 709.3 to 551.3 thousand during 
the same period (Figure 2.1).

As a result of these developments, the youth labour force par-
ticipation rate decreased from 60.7 per cent, in 2001, to 56.4 per 
cent in 2019 (Figure 2.2). The decline of youth’s labour force par-
ticipation rate is relatively small, given that the active population 
was reduced by more than one third. This is due to the reduction 
of the total population aged 15-34 by 29.3 per cent, from 3.2 to 
2.2 million persons during the same period (Eurostat). Through-
out the period 2001-2019, and especially during the second half 
of the period, the youth population declined due to two reasons 
(Kotzamanis 2021): a) in the 1990s, the number of births was on 
a downward path and b) during the period 2010-2015 the migra-
tion balance (inflows-outflows) became negative. The migration 
outflows were mainly fuelled by immigrants who had settled in the 
country during the previous years and moved to other countries 
when the crisis struck, and by young Greek tertiary education grad-
uates (Kotzamanis 2021: 28). People from both groups emigrated 
to other countries in order to find better employment prospects.

The evolution of the labour force participation rates varies sig-
nificantly between the different youth age subgroups. Specifically, 
between 2001-2019, the labour force participation rate of the age 
subgroups 15-19 and 20-24 decreased from 12.8 per cent to 4.5 
per cent and from 58.5 per cent to 42.1 per cent respectively. On 
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the other hand, during the same period, the participation rate of 
the subgroup 25-29 increased from 81.8 per cent to 83.8 per cent 
and of the subgroup 30-34 from 82.6 per cent to 87.9 per cent 
(Figure 2.2).

The lower participation rates of the younger age groups can 
be explained by the fact that they do not face significant financial 
commitments and their parents may be willing to support them for 
as long as they cannot find a job, which in turn creates incentives 
for exit from the labour market (Bell and Blanchflower, 2015).  
More generally, the reliance of young adults on parental assistance 
in Greece is greater compared to other European countries and 
the strong family ties, which characterise the Greek family, affect 
young adults’ choices and labour market decisions (Tsekeris et 
al., 2017: 5).

Furthermore, during the crisis the dramatic reduction in the 
number of available positions for a protracted period of time prob-
ably discouraged many young people, who stopped looking for a 
job. In this context, the “opportunity cost” of education declined, 
especially for the younger age group without financial commit-
ments. More generally, the opportunity cost of education decreases 
during recessions, as the wages of the less educated decrease, 
leading more young people to education (Stuart, 2018: 8-9).  In 
Greece as well, as it will be shown in other parts of this report, 
youth remained in, or re-entered education and training and didn’t 
join the labour market. 

2.1.1  The gender dimension

From a gender perspective, during the last twenty years, the num-
ber of males aged 15-34 who participated in the labour force de-
creased by 37.6 per cent, from 1.1 milion to 677.6 thousand (Figure 
2.3), while the number of female labour force participants of the 
same age group decreased by 30.2 per cent, from 832.9 to 581.3
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thousand (Figure 2.4). As the number of active men declined more 
than that of women, the share of male labour force participants 
decreased from 56.6 per cent to 53.8 per cent, while the females’ 
share increased from 43.4 per cent to 46.2 per cent. 

Between 2001 and 2019, the number of males aged 15-19 who 
participated in the labour force declined by 72.5 per cent, from 
54.6 to 15 thousand. The number of economically active males 
aged 20-24, displayed a smaller but still very sizable decline 
(35.7 per cent), from 236.4 to 109.4 thousand. The decline of 
male labour force participants aged 25-29, was smaller (32.5 per 
cent), from 383.3 thousand in 2001 to 258.9 thousand in 2019. 
Finally, the active male population aged 30-34, displayed the 
smallest decrease (28.6 per cent), declining from 412.0 thousand 
in 2001, to 294.3 thousand in 2019 (Figure 2.3).

The number of females aged 15-19, who participated in the 
labour force diminished by 75.0 per cent, between 2001 and 
2019, recording the biggest reduction of labour market partic-
ipants among all the age and gender subgroups. In particular, 
female youth aged 15-19, who participated in the labour force, 
numbered 37.2 thousand in 2001, and by 2019 it had shrunk to 
a mere 9.3 thousand.

In 2001, the active female population aged 20-24 numbered 
210.0 thousand, and by 2019 it had fallen to 100.1 thousand, a 
reduction of 52.3 per cent. The size of the active female popula-
tion for the 25-29 and 30-34 age subgroups declined to a lesser 
extent, by 25.5 per cent and 13.6 per cent respectively. More 
specifically, the number of female labour force participants be-
tween 25 and 29 years old dropped from 288.4 thousand in 2001 
to 214.9 thousand in 2019 and that of the 30-34 age group from 
297.3 to 257.0 thousand (Figure 2.4).
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Until 2013, the males’ labour force participation rate ranged 
between 68 and 70 per cent. Then a downard trend begun, reducing 
the labour force participation rate of this subgroup to 60.1 per cent 
by 2019. The reduction was bigger for the younger subgroups of 
15-19 and 20-24. Specifically, between 2013-2019, the labour 
force participation rate of males aged 15-19 and 20-24 declined 
from 8.8 per cent to 5.6 per cent and from 55.2 per cent to 43.5 
per cent respectively. At the same time, the participation rate of 
males aged 25-29 and 30-34 displayed a minor reduction from 
89.4 per cent to 86.9 per cent and from 96.3 per cent to 95.1 per 
cent respectively (Figure 2.5).

The labour force participation rate for young females remained 
lower than for males during the period 2001-2019. Until 2013 the 
female participation rate was approximately 55 per cent, while 
since 2015 it has started to decline. As a result, the female partic-
ipation rate had fallen to 52.6 per cent in 2019. Between 2013 and 
2019, the participation rate of females aged 15-19 declined from 
6.5 per cent to 3.4 per cent and of those aged 20-24 from 45.4 per 
cent to 40.7 per cent. The reduction in the older subgroups was 
smaller, as was also the case with the males. During the period 
2013-2019, the labour force participation rate of the females aged 
25-29 and 30-34 declined from 81.6 per cent to 80.4 per cent and 
from 81.5 per cent to 80.9 per cent respectively (Figure 2.6).
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2.1.2  Educational attainment 

During the period 2001-2019, the educational qualifications of 
all age subgroups improved. The share of upper secondary edu-
cation graduates aged 15-19, who participate in the labour market 
increased from 35.2 per cent (2001) to 76.9 per cent (2019), while 
the share of graduates from the lower educational levels decreased 
from 64.5 per cent (2001) to 23.1 per cent (2019) (Figure 2.7).

The share of labour market participants aged 25-29, who have 
graduated from tertiary education doubled from 22.2 per cent in 
2001 to 43.9 per cent in 2019, while the share of graduates of 
lower levels of education decreased from 54.1 per cent to 48.8 
per cent, for the upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary 
graduates, and from 23.7 per cent to 7.4 per cent for the graduates 
of mandatory education or below (below lower secondary educa-
tion) (Figure 2.9). 
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The same trend was observed in the 30-34 age group; the share 
of active youth who have graduated from the primary and lower 
secondary educational levels shrank from 28.7 per cent in 2001 
to 9.9 per cent in 2019, while the share of the tertiary graduates 
almost doubled, from 27.5 per cent to 45.3 per cent (Figure 2.10).

The improvement of the educational qualifications of the young 
active population could explain part of the reduction of the youth 
participation rate in the labour force. By staying in education for 
longer, young people remain outside the labour market for greater 
periods of time.

During the last two decades access to the higher education 
system became easier, since both the number of tertiary education 
departments and the number of students increased substantially. 
However, the expansion of the tertiary education system in Greece 
was to a great extent due to the proliferation of “less costly” de-
partments, in terms of infrastructure, in scientific fields, such as 
Arts and Humanities, Business Administration, Law and Social 
Sciences and Journalism and Media Studies, which women select 
in greater numbers, rather than more costly fields, such as Engi-
neering and Construction and Information and Communication 
Technologies (IOBE, 2017: 59-63).
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2.2  Youth employment 

Until 2009, the number of young employees ranged between 1.5 
and 1.6 million, with most of them belonging to the 30-34 and 25-
29 age subgroups. The economic crisis led to the constant decline 
of the number of employees. In 2013, at the peak of the crisis, 
the number of young employees fell to 954 thousand, remaining 
at this level until 2019 (Figure 2.11). The biggest reduction in 
terms of percentage change concerned the employees aged 15-19, 
reaching 64.5 per cent. The number of employees of the other age 
subgroups decreased to a lesser, but still very substantial extent; 
more specifically, for those aged 20-24 the reduction was 45.7 
per cent, for those aged 25-29 40.4 per cent and for those 30-34 
years old 35.1 per cent. 

As a result of these dynamics, the youth employment rate fell 
to 35.9 per cent between 2009 and 2013, from over 50 per cent 
during the period 2001-2008. Since 2014, the employment rate has 
been on the rise, but remains below pre-crisis levels. In 2019, the 
youth employment rate was 41.2 per cent, ten percentage points 
lower than the 2008 rate (52.5 per cent) (Figure 2.12). 

Before the crisis, the employment rates of the age sub-groups 
followed two different patterns: the younger age groups (15-24) 
were on a slightly downward path, while that of the older age 
groups (25-34) improved slightly. From then on, all age groups 
follow the same pattern: sharp fall between 2009-2013 and gradual 
recovery from 2014 to 2019 (Figure 2.12). However, the employ-
ment rates of all age subgroups in 2019 were much lower compared 
to the pre-crisis levels. In 2019, the employment rate for the age 
subgroup 15-19, was four percentage points lower than that in 
2008 (2.5 per cent compared to 6.4 per cent), for the age subgroup 
20-24, 12 percentage points lower (27.7 per cent compared to 39.4  
per cent), for the age subgroup 25-29 group, 11 percentage points 
lower (62.2 per cent compared to 72.9 per cent), and for the age 
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subgroup 30-34, eight and half percentage points lower (69.4 per 
cent compared to 77.9 per cent) (Figure 2.12). 

Youth employment is very sensitive to economic fluctuations, 
since young employees are more likely to hold atypical forms of 
work (temporary or part-time employment) and they have less 
employment experience. These factors make them more vulnerable 
to economic slumps (Commission EC, 2017: 36). Furthermore, 
the combination of a minimum wage and a high tax wedge creates 
strong incentives for employers to offer part-time or undeclared 
jobs to the young and for the latter to accept them, increasing their 
precariousness in the labour market. 
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2.2.1  The gender dimension

The employment of males and females aged 15-34 followed the 
same pattern. In 2001, the employment rate of males aged 15-34 
was 59.7 per cent and had increased to 62.0 per cent, by 2008. In 
2013, the males’ employment rate shrank to 42.2 per cent and then 
started increasing to reach 47.0 per cent in 2019 (Figure 2.13). The 
females’ employment rate increased from 40.4 per cent, in 2001, 
to 44.4 per cent, in 2008, and shrank to 31.6 per cent in 2013; then 
it started on an upward trend, and by 2019 it had increased to 36.9 
per cent (Figure 2.13).

In the period 2001-2019, the employment rates of males were 
higher than those of females, regardless of the age subgroup (Figu
res 2.13 and 2.14). The difference in the employment rates was 
particularly large before the crisis, ranging, at their respective 
peaks, from approximately 30 per cent for the age group 25-29, 
to over 90 per cent for those aged 15-19. During the crisis this 
difference was reduced as male employment declined more that 
female employment, with substantial differences remaining, how-
ever. It should be noted that for both sexes the employment rates 
of the older subgroups (i.e., 30-34 and 25-29 years old) are higher 
compared to those of the younger groups (i.e., 15-19 and 20-24 
years old) (Figures 2.13 and 2.14). 
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2.2.2  Educational attainment 

The employment pattern described above refers to the entire pop-
ulation aged 15-34, regardless of their educational attainment, the 
only exception being the primary education graduates aged 15-19, 
whose employment rate was on a downward trend throughout 
the period 2001-2019. The employment rates of the other age 
subgroups increased during the period 2001-2008, followed a 
downward trend until 2013, and then a recovery (Table 2.1).

During the period 2009-2013, the employment rate of the ac-
tive population aged 20-24 who had graduated from mandatory 
education, almost halved, declining from 60.9 per cent to 31.8 
per cent. The decrease of the employment rate of the active pop-
ulation aged 25-29 of the same educational attainment was also 
very high, dropping from 69.5 per cent to 44.1 per cent. Finally, a 
significant drop from 76.0 per cent to 53.0 per cent was recorded 
for the employment rate of those aged 25-29, who had graduated 
from tertiary education (Table 2.1).

After 2013, the employment recovery was stronger for gradu-
ates of secondary and post-secondary, non-tertiary education aged 
25-29, with their employment rate increasing from 46.5 per cent 
in 2013, to 59.2 per cent in 2019, and for the tertiary education 
graduates in the same age group, whose employment rate increased 
from 53.0 per cent in 2013 to 68.2 per cent in 2019 (Table 2.1).
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The effectiveness of the transition from education and training 
to the labour market, can be measured through the recent grad-
uates’ employment rate i.e., by examining in different years, the 
employment rate of those who have completed their highest level 
of education in the previous three years. In Greece, the employ-
ment rate of the recent tertiary education graduates is higher than 
that of the graduates from lower levels of education. During the 
economic crisis, the employment rate of recent graduates 15-34 
declined, regardless of the level of education. However, the dif-
ferences between the employment rates of recent graduates from 
different levels of education, varied widely. For example, in 2019 
the employment rate of recent tertiary education graduates (64.2 
per cent) was 40 percentage points higher than the corresponding 
rate of the recent graduates from the primary and lower secondary 
education (21.1 per cent), and 18 percentage points higher than the 
employment rate of recent graduates from the upper secondary and 
post-secondary, non-tertiary education (46 per cent) (Figure 2.15).

Furthermore, recent graduates face more difficulties in finding 
jobs in comparison to the pre-crisis period, regardless of their level 
of education. Specifically, between 2008 and 2019, the employ-
ment rate of recent tertiary education graduates declined from 71.4 
per cent to 64.2 per cent, that of upper secondary and post-sec-
ondary, non-tertiary education graduates, declined from 57.3 per 
cent to 46.0 per cent, and for the graduates of primary and lower 
secondary education, the employment rate declined from 58.5 per 
cent to 21.1 per cent (Figure 2.15).
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Figure 2.15 

Employment rate of recent graduates aged 15-34 (Greece, %)
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45.4

64.2

2001 2008 2013 2019*

Less than primary, primary and lower secondary education (levels 0-2)
Upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education (levels 3 and 4)
Tertiary education (levels 5-8)

* For the recent graduates from the lowest levels of education (levels 0-2) 
data refer to 2018.

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.

The differences between the employment rates of recent male 
graduates from primary and secondary education and those who 
have graduated from the upper secondary and post-secondary, 
non-tertiary education is relatively small both before and after the 
crisis (Figure 2.16). On the other hand, the difference between the 
employment rates of young females who have recently graduated 
from different levels of education remain significant, before and 
after the crisis (Figure 2.17). The employment rates of both male 
and female recent tertiary graduates are higher than those of the 
less educated ones (Figures 2.16 and 2.17).
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Figure 2.16 

Employment rate of recent graduates aged 15-34 (Greece, % of males)
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Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.

Figure 2.17 

Employment rate of recent graduates aged 15-34 (Greece, % of females)
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Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.
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2.2.3  Youth employment by sector

Prior to the crisis the sector with the highest share of youth em-
ployment was “Retail trade” (14.1 per cent), while the sectors with 
the second and the third highest youth employment share, were 
“Public administration and defence; compulsory social security” 
(7.4 per cent) and “Food and beverage service activities” (7.3 
per cent) (Table 2.2). By 2019 the share of youth employment in 
“Retail trade” had increased to 16.2 per cent, while the share of 
employment in the “Food and beverage service activities” doubled 
to 14.7 per cent, becoming the second biggest sector in terms of 
youth employment. “Crop and animal production, hunting and 
related service activities”, came in third, employing 6.2 per cent 
of youth employees. 

Between 2008 and 2019, youth employment fell sharply in 
several sectors hit by the crisis, such as “Specialized construction 
activities”, where youth employment decreased from 6.3 per cent 
to 1.9 per cent, “Construction of buildings”, where there was a 
reduction from 3.4 per cent to 0.8 per cent, and “Financial service 
activities”, where youth employment dropped from 2.1 per cent 
to 0.7 per cent. On the other hand, between 2008 and 2019 youth 
employment increased strongly in the ICT sector. Specifically, 
employment increased in “Telecommunications”, from 0.9 per cent 
to 1.5 per cent, and in “Computer programming, consultancy and 
related activities”, from 0.5 per cent to 1.0 per cent. Nevertheless, 
as shown above, these numbers are well below those in retail trade 
and food and beverage services (Table 2.2). Among the top twenty 
sectors in terms of youth employment in 2019, are sectors which 
are relevant to logistics and transportation, such as “Water trans-
port” (1.2 per cent) and “Warehousing and support activities for 
transportation”, where youth employment has increased compared 
to 2008 (Table 2.2).
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Table 2.2 

Employment of young people by sector (Greece, % of total employees, top 
twenty sectors, NACE rev. 2)

2008 2019

47 Retail trade 14.1 47 Retail trade 16.2

84 Public administration and defence; 
compulsory social security

7.4 56 Food and beverage service activities 14.7

56 Food and beverage service activities 7.3
01 Crop and animal production, hunting  
and related service activities

6.2

43 Specialised construction activities 6.3 85 Education 5.8

01 Crop and animal production, hunting 
and related service activities

6.2 84 Public administration and defence; 
compulsory social security

5.0

85 Education 5.0 86 Human health activities 5.0

46 Wholesale trade 4.1 10 Manufacture of food products 3.7

86 Human health activities 3.6 69 Legal and accounting activities 3.5

41 Construction of buildings 3.4 55 Accommodation 3.0

69 Legal and accounting activities 3.1 46 Wholesale trade 2.8

45 Wholesale and retail trade and repair 
of motor vehicles and motorcycles

2.8 45 Wholesale and retail trade and repair of 
motor vehicles and motorcycles

2.4

10 Manufacture of food products 2.5 96 Other personal service activities 2.2

96 Other personal service activities 2.2 43 Specialised construction activities 1.9

64 Financial service activities 2.1 61 Telecommunications 1.5

71 Architectural and engineering activities 1.9 49 Land transport and transport via 
pipelines

1.5

55 Accommodation 1.8 71 Architectural and engineering activities 1.3

49 Land transport and transport via 
pipelines

 1.7 50 Water transport 1.2
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2008 2019
25 Manufacture of fabricated metal 
products, except machinery and 
equipment

1.3
52 Warehousing and support activities for 
transportation

1.2

97 Activities of households as employers 
of domestic personnel

1.2
62 Computer programming, consultancy 
and related activities

1.0

18 Printing and reproduction of recorded 
media

1.2
93 Sports activities and amusement and 
recreation activities

0.9

Source: Hellenic Statistical Authority, Labour Force Survey.  
Author’s calculations. 

2.2.4  Youth employment by occupation

The distribution of youth employment by occupation is linked to 
the sectoral distribution of youth employment. Young people are 
mainly employed as “Sales workers” (16.1 per cent) and “Personal 
service workers”(15.4 per cent). These occupations are common 
in the “Retail trade” and “Food and beverage service activities” 
sectors. Furthermore, young people are employed as “General and 
keyboard clerks” (5.8 per cent), “Market-oriented skilled agricul-
tural workers” (5.6 per cent) and “Teaching professionals” (4.6 
per cent). Employment in the last two occupations is usual in the 
“Crop and animal production, hunting and related service activi-
ties” sector and in the “Education” sector, which are included in 
the top sectors in terms of youth employment. Youth employment 
in the occupation “Building and related trades workers, excluding 
electricians” shrunk from 5.25 per cent, in 2011, to 2.0 per cent 
in 2019, as a result of the collapse of the construction sector in 
Greece during the crisis. The distribution of employment across 
occupations is not differentiated significantly between the age 
subgroups.
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Table 2.3 

Employment of young people aged 15-34 by occupation (Greece, % of total 
employees, top ten occupations, ISCO 08)

2011 2019

52 Sales workers 15.69 52 Sales workers 16.1

51 Personal service workers 9.64 51 Personal service workers 15.4

61 Market-oriented skilled 
agricultural workers

6.02 41 General and keyboard clerks 5.8

71 Building and related trades 
workers, excluding electricians

5.25
61 Market-oriented skilled 
agricultural workers

5.6

23 Teaching professionals 4.92 23 Teaching professionals 4.6

41 General and keyboard clerks 4.38 42 Customer services clerks 4.1

83 Drivers and mobile plant operators 3.44
83 Drivers and mobile plant 
operators

3.7

72 Metal, machinery and related 
trades workers

3.33
33 Business and administration 
associate professionals

3.1

33 Business and administration 
associate professionals

3.18
26 Legal, social and cultural 
professionals

3.1

24 Business and administration 
professionals

3.15
21 Science and engineering 
professionals

2.7

Source: Hellenic Statistical Authority, Labour Force Survey.  
Author’s calculations. 

Despite the improvement observed in young people’s skills, 61 
per cent of young employees work in occupations, which require 
middle level skills such as “Sales workers” and “Personal service 
workers” (Figure 2.18). The creation of predominantly middle skills’ 
jobs during the crisis, could explain the concentration of youth em-
ployment in such occupations (Katsikas and Filinis 2015). 
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Figure 2.18 

Youth employment by occupations’ level of skills* (Greece, %)

 

Neets 

 

 

 

 

 

28

60

13

2011

High-skill workers Middle-skill workers

Low-skill workers

27

61
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*High-skills workers are those who work as “1 Managers, professionals, 
technicians and associate professionals”, “2 Professionals” and “3 Technicians 
and associate professionals” (ISCO 08).

Middle-skills workers are those who work as “4 Clerical support workers”, 
“5 Service and sales workers”, “6 Skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery 
workers” and “7 Craft and related trades workers” (ISCO 08).

Low-skills workers are those who work as “8 Plant and machine operators, 
and assemblers” and “Elementary occupations” (ISCO 08).

Source: Hellenic Statistical Authority, Labour Force Survey. Author’s 
calculations. 

The combination of a youth labour force which is becoming 
increasingly skilled, and the propensity of demand towards mid-
dle skills jobs, have led to an increasing share of youth being 
employed in jobs for which they are overqualified. Almost five 
out of ten young tertiary graduates have higher qualifications than 
those required by their jobs (Figure 2.18a). This vertical mis-
match constitutes a waste of public and private resources since 
the employees’ qualifications are underutilized. Furthermore, skills 
mismatch is linked to lower job satisfaction and wages compared 
to jobs corresponding to their actual qualifications (CEDEFOP 
2012 and Amador and Vila 2013). 
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2.2.5  Temporary youth employment 

Three out of ten employees aged 15-24 are on temporary contracts. 
Many youths are employed in sectors with significant seasonal fluc-
tuations in activity, such as the food and beverage service activi-
ties and accommodation, in which temporary employment is wide-
spread. Temporary employment, as well as part-time employment, 
could, in theory, function as a stepping stone from education to the 
labour market. Unfortunately, it does not work in this way in Greece; 
the share of young workers employed on a permanent contract, 
who in the previous year were employed on a temporary contract, 
is extremely low (European Commission, 2017: 81).4 This is more 
likely to happen in labour markets with restrictive employment 
protection legislation, since employers prefer to rotate employees 
in temporary jobs rather than hire new ones, avoiding the potential 
cost of layoff (Dendrinos 2014: 124). Moreover, such practices are 
facilitated when young people are employed in routine task jobs, 
where the training costs of new employees are low. 

4  This share was below 5% in 2016 (European Commission, 2017: 81). 
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Temporary employment is less widespread among employees 
aged 25-34; the share of temporary employment in these age groups 
ranges around 15 per cent. Between 2018 and 2019, the share of 
temporary employment increased for all age subgroups; from 26.8 
per cent to 30.7 per cent for employees aged 15-24 and from 15.1 
per cent to 17.1 per cent for employees 25-34 (Figure 2.19).

It should be noted that most temporary employment is involun-
tary; 58.4 per cent of temporary employees aged 15-24 and 70.2 
per cent of those aged 25-34 accept temporary jobs because they 
cannot find a permanent job (Table 2.4). 

Table 2.4

Main reason for having a temporary job (Greece, % of temporary 
employees, 15-24 and 25-34 years old)

2001 2008 2013 2019

15
-2

4

Could not find 
permanent job

63.8 58.7 61.9 58.4

Did not want a 
permanent job

3.8 3.1 : 10.2

In education or training 17.3 19.9 15.0 19.6

Probationary period 5.0 5.3 6.9 :

No response 10.1 13.0 13.4 10.8

25
-3

4

Could not find 
permanent job

75.6 71.8 72.6 70.2

Did not want a 
permanent job

3.1 1.7 : 5.8

In education or training 6.2 7.8 5.6 8.2

Probationary period 1.6 5.9 4.7 2.9

No response 13.6 12.8 15.8 12.9

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.

The temporary employment of males aged 15-24 increased 
from 27.2 per cent of their total employment in 2001 to 31.6 per 
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cent in 2019, while the corresponding share for males aged 25-34 
ranged around 14 per cent (Figure 2.20). Most of them are em-
ployed on temporary contracts because they cannot find permanent 
jobs (Table 2.5). 

Table 2.5 

Main reason for having a temporary job (Greece, % of temporary 
employees, males, 15-24 and 25-34 years old)

2001 2008 2013 2019

15
-2

4

Could not find permanent job 56.2 59.9 64.2 59.1
Did not want a permanent job 11.6
In education or training 22.5 18.4 13.0 17.8
Probationary period 5.1 6.8 : :

No response
12.6 12.4 12.7 9.9

25
-3

4

Could not find permanent job 77.7 72.9 72.1 70.9
Did not want a permanent job : 1.9 : 4.9
In education or training 6.4 7.0 7.6 6.1
Probationary period : 5.3 5.2 2.7

No response
12.5 12.8 14.0 15.4

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.

Temporary employment is more usual among young female 
employees. The share of temporary employment of young females 
ranges around 30.0 per cent for those aged 15-24 and around 
17.0 per cent for those aged 25-34 (Figure 2.21). Most of them 
are employed on temporary contracts because they cannot find 
permanent ones (Table 2.6).
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Table 2.6

Main reason for having a temporary job (Greece, % of temporary 
employees, females, 15-24 and 25-34 years old)

2001 2008 2013 2019

15
-2

4

Could not find permanent job 71.8 57.2 58.8 57.8

Did not want a permanent job : : : 8.7

In education or training 11.7 21.6 17.7 21.6

Probationary period : : : :

No response 7.5 13.8 14.3 11.9

25
-3

4

Could not find permanent job 73.2 70.8 73.2 69.6

Did not want a permanent job 3.9 : : 6.7

In education or training 6.1 8.5 3.6 10.0

Probationary period : 6.4 4.2 3.1

No response 14.8 12.8 17.7 10.7

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.

2.2.6  Part-time youth employment 

Part-time youth employment increased sharply during the crisis. 
In 2001, the part-time employment of young people amounted 
to 4.9 per cent of their total employment and increased gradu-
ally to 7.9 per cent until 2008. During the next decade it almost 
doubled, reaching 15.5 per cent (2019). Part-time employment is 
more common among those aged 15-19 and 20-24 compared to 
those aged 25-29 and 30-34. The increase was more pronounced 
for the younger age groups. More precisely, the share of part-time 
employment of those aged 15-19 and 20-24 skyrocketed from 
30.9 and 13.2 per cent in 2008 to 72.7 and 40.6 per cent in 2019 
respectively (Figure 2.22). 
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Part-time employment is involuntary for the most part, as was 
also the case with temporary employment. In 2019, seven out of 
ten young part-time employees said they would like to work in 
full-time jobs, but they were unable to find such jobs. The share 
of involuntary part-time employment is higher among those aged 
25-29 (76.0 per cent) and 30-34 (75.0 per cent), compared to those 
aged 15-19 (39.9 per cent) and 20-24 (53.3 per cent).

Table 2.7 

Main reason for having a part time job (Greece, % of part time employees, 
15-24 and 25-34 years old)

15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 15-34

20
10

Looking after children or 
incapacitated adults

0.5 1.9 7.0 15.2 7.9

In education or training 37.1 27.0 5.3 0.9 12.0

Own illness or disability 0.0 0.4 0.3 0.5 0.4

Could not find a full-
time job

43.7 56.2 70.1 61.8 61.8

Other reasons 15.3 11.6 14.3 18.8 15.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

20
13

Looking after children or 
incapacitated adults

0.0 0.4 5.3 6.9 4.7

In education or training 39.5 16.5 3.6 2.1 7.1

Own illness or disability 0.0 0.2 0.6 0.0 0.3
Could not find a full-
time job

41.8 72.7 73.3 71.5 71.3

Other family or personal 
responsibilities

0.0 2.7 4.1 5.7 4.3

Other reasons 16.7 7.6 10.3 10.4 10.0

NA 2.0 0.0 2.8 3.4 2.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 15-34

20
19

Looking after children or 
incapacitated adults

0.0 0.2 1.3 5.6 2.5

In education or training 41.8 30.4 9.3 1.1 13.4

Own illness or disability 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Could not find a full-
time job

39.9 53.3 76.0 75.0 68.0

Other family or personal 
responsibilities

10.9 4.5 4.1 8.4 6.0

Other reasons 5.2 9.6 7.6 7.0 7.8
NA 2.2 2.0 1.7 2.9 2.2

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Hellenic Statistical Authority, Labour Force Survey. Author’s calcula-
tions.

2.3  Youth unemployment

From to 2001 to 2008 the number of unemployed young people 
declined from 343.3 to 234.0 thousand, but during the economic 
crisis it jumped to 644.5 thousand (2013). Over the years that 
followed, the number of unemployed decreased to 321.1 thou-
sand, remaining at a higher level compared to the pre-crisis period 
(Figure 2.23).

The number of unemployed soared for all the age groups be-
tween 2008 and 2013, although with some differentiations, as the 
older age groups (25-34) experienced a bigger increase. More 
specifically, the number of unemployed aged 30-34 increased by 
238.1 per cent, from 63.6 to 215.0 thousand, and those aged 25-29 
increased by 177.4 per cent, from 88.6 to 245.8 thousand. The un-
employed between 20-24 years of age increased to a lesser extent, 
by 123.5 per cent, from 68.1 to 152.2 thousand, while those aged 
25-29, increased by 129.9 per cent, from 13.7 to 31.5 thousand. 

From 2014 the number of the unemployed started to decrease. 
Between 2013 and 2019, the reduction of unemployment was 
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bigger for the younger age groups (15-24). Specifically, the num-
ber of unemployed aged 15-19 decreased by 66.3 per cent, from 
31.5 to 10.6 thousand, while the number of unemployed aged 
20-24 decreased by 52.8 per cent, from 152.2 to 71.8 thousand. 
The unemployed aged 25-29 were reduced from 245.8 to 122.4 
thousand (a decline of 50.2 per cent), and those aged 30-34, by 
45.9 per cent, from 215.0 to 116.3 thousand (Figure 2.23). 

Summarizing, the number of unemployed in the older age sub-
groups displayed a greater increase during the first five years of 
the crisis, while afterwards it was reduced to a lesser extent. This 
is probably because the younger unemployed (15-19 and 20-24 
years old) are willing to accept transitional, atypical forms of work, 
while the older ones (25-29 and 30-34 years old) are seeking career 
jobs, for which the lack of experience constitutes a significant 
barrier (Filinis et al., 2018). 

Until 2008, the unemployment rate of those aged 15-34 ranged 
around 15 per cent (Figure 2.24). During the crisis, the youth 
unemployment rate increased sharply, reaching 40.4 per cent in 
2013. From 2014 onwards, it begun to decrease, receding to 25.5 
per cent in 2019, remaining at much higher levels, however, com-
pared to the pre-crisis period. The unemployment rates of those 
aged 15-19 and 20-24 reached even higher levels, at 72.2 per cent 
and 56.1 per cent respectively in 2013 (Figure 2.24).

The restrictive employment protection legislation, which dis-
courages the hiring of young employees and protects the older 
and more experienced employees could explain the high youth 
unemployment rate in times of robust economic growth (European 
Central Bank 2014: 55). Taking into consideration the future lay 
off cost, employers are likely to suspend current hirings, especially 
of the less experienced work force. 

Moreover, young employees have less experience and specific 
human capital which is relevant to firms’ activities. Therefore, it is 
more likely to be laid off first (Last-In-First-Out Policy) when the 
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production activity shrinks. At the same time, it is more difficult 
to exit from unemployment since employers prefer to recruit more 
experienced and productive employees (Bell and Blanchflower, 
2015). Moreover, employers have less information on whether new 
entrants with no work experience can meet the job requirements. 
On the contrary, experienced members of the labour force can 
provide employers with the necessary information through their 
experience credentials. This is more pronounced in the case of 
Greece, where the systems of education and training do not pro-
vide ready-to-use and reliable professional skills, and employers 
cannot easily and reliably estimate the potential productivity of job 
seekers based mainly on their educational credentials (Dendrinos 
2014: 123). Thus, the young remain trapped in unemployment. 

According to empirical findings, the minimum wage, and espe-
cially its sharp increases, cause employment losses among the young. 
These losses are reduced in labour markets with subminimum wage 
for the young and effective active labour market policies. On the 
other hand, the losses are higher in labour markets with restrictive 
employment protection legislation (Neumark and Wascher: 2004).

The institutional reforms implemented in the framework of 
the adjustment programmes of the Greek economy, such as the 
deregulation of the employment protection legislation and the 
introduction of the youth-subminimum wage, were intended to 
reduce youth unemployment. 

Nevertheless, the impact of these reforms was not as expected. 
The reduction of the youth unemployment rate was not combined 
with a corresponding improvement in the youth employment rate, 
as shown in the previous section. Furthermore, the youth unemploy-
ment rate would be much higher if the phenomenon of brain drain 
had not taken place during the crisis. Finally, it should be mentioned 
that empirical analyses show that the impact of the sub-minimum 
wage on youth employment was relatively positive but not robust 
(Karakitsios 2016).
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2.3.1 The gender dimension 

Youth unemployment has hit females harder than males, over time. 
Before the crisis, the unemployment rate among young men ranged 
around 11 per cent (Figure 2.25), while that of women ranged 
around 22 per cent (Figure 2.26). 

In 2013, eight out of ten women aged 15-19 years old, who 
were available and looking for work, could not find a job. In 2019, 
the unemployment rate of young males was 21.8 per cent, while 
that of young females was 30.0 per cent (Figures 2.25 and 2.26).
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2.3.2  Educational attainment

Before the crisis, the unemployment rate of the less educated youth 
was lower than that of the more educated ones, except for the 30-
34 age group. In this group, the unemployment rate of the tertiary 
education graduates was lower than that of the upper secondary 
and post-secondary, non-tertiary education graduates. During the 
crisis, the situation changed. The unemployment rate of the less 
educated youth (i.e., those who have graduated from primary and 
lower secondary education) was higher than that of the more edu-
cated ones (i.e., those who have graduated from tertiary education), 
regardless of the age group. 

More specifically, the unemployment rate of the primary and 
lower secondary education graduates aged 15-19 increased from 
20.8 per cent in 2008 to 57.9 per cent in 2019, while the unemploy-
ment rate for youth who have graduated from the upper secondary 
and post-secondary non-tertiary education rose from 32.5 per cent 
in 2008 to 39.3 per cent in 2019 (Table 2.8). 

Even though the unemployment rate of tertiary education grad-
uates aged 20-24 remains higher than that of the upper secondary 
and post-secondary, non-tertiary education graduates, during the 
period 2008-2019 unemployment rose for both educational groups. 
Between 2008 and 2019, the unemployment rate of tertiary educa-
tion graduates aged 20-24 increased from 23.8 per cent to 37.6 per 
cent, while for those who have graduated from upper secondary 
and post-secondary, non-tertiary education, it increased from 21.8 
per cent to 31.4 per cent (Table 2.8). 

Regarding the age group 25-29, the unemployment rate of ter-
tiary education graduates increased from 15.5 per cent to 22.7 per 
cent, while for those who have graduated from upper secondary 
and post-secondary, non-tertiary education, it increased from 12.1 
per cent to 27.6 per cent, and for those who had graduated from 
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primary and lower secondary education increased from 11.5 per 
cent to 33.0 per cent (Table 2.8). 

In 2008 the unemployment rate of the age group 30-34 was 
close to 9 per cent, regardless of their educational attainment. By 
2019, the unemployment rate of those who have graduated from 
primary and lower secondary education had increased to 31.6 per 
cent, the unemployment rate of those who have graduated from 
upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education had 
increased to 23.1 per cent, while the unemployment rate of those 
who have graduated from tertiary education had increased to 16.8 
per cent (Table 2.8). 

Summarizing, before the crisis education did not seem to pro-
vide strong protection against unemployment, since the unemploy-
ment rate of less educated youth aged 15-29 was lower than that 
of those more educated. During the crisis, the picture changed, 
since the unemployment rate of the less educated youth was higher 
than that of more educated ones, in almost all cases. The group 
most vulnerable to the risk of unemployment are the less educated 
females, regardless of their age, demonstrating the difficulties that 
females face in entering the labour market.
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2.3.3  Long-term youth unemployment 

Long-term unemployment is higher among the young compared to 
older age groups. The lack of work experience is included among 
the main explanatory factors of long-term youth unemployment. 
Furthermore, the early experience of long-term unemployment 
may affect the lifelong employment and earnings prospects of the 
young, increasing the possibility of working in occupations requir-
ing middle or low skills during their work life (Eurofound, 2017). 

Moreover, long-term youth unemployment is affected by labour 
market institutions such as the employment protection legislation, 
the minimum wage, the level of coordination and the coverage of 
the collective bargaining system (Eurofound 2017). The labour 
market institutions which create frictions in the labour market, 
such as strict employment protection legislation, make the transi-
tion of the long-term unemployed to employment more difficult. 
On the other hand, active labour market policies, such as reskilling 
schemes or employment subsidies, improve the young jobseekers’ 
opportunities for finding a job.

Before the crisis, the long-term youth unemployment rate of all 
age subgroups recorded a downward trend. From 2008, the share 
of young unemployed persons who remained in unemployment 
for more than a year increased, especially for those aged 30-34 and 
25-29. In 2019, 62.6 per cent of the unemployed aged 25-29 and 
70.4 per cent of unemployed aged 30-34 could not find a job despite 
looking for a period of more than twelve months (Figure 2.27). 

The picture is the same for both sexes: during the crisis, long-
term unemployment increased more among the unemployed aged 
25-29 and 30-34 compared to those aged 15-19 and 20-24. This 
may be because the long-term unemployed aged 15-19 and 20-24 
can more easily exit the labour force, as previously described, since 
they do not face serious financial commitments, which is not the
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case with those aged 25-34. Thus, since the younger unemployed 
exit the workforce, they are no longer considered unemployed.

Long-term unemployment affects young females harder than 
males (Figures 2.28 and 2.29). Females aged 30-34 were affected 
the most by long-term unemployment. In 2019, 74.6 per cent of 
unemployed females aged 30-34 remained at this status for more 
than a year. Unemployed women belonging to this age group face 
most difficulties in finding a job, as employers are reluctant to hire 
them because they fear that they will become pregnant. 

2.4  �Youth not in employment, education or training 
(NEETs) 

The share of young people not in employment, education or 
training (NEETs) measures the proportion of youth who are not 
employed and not involved in any further education or training 
schemes. Thus, it includes young people who are unemployed 
and those who are not actively seeking employment (Eurostat’s 
definition).

The largest group of NEETs aged 15-29 consists of long-term 
unemployed. The second largest group is short-term unemployed. 
Approximately 10 per cent of NEETs aged 15-29 are in this situa-
tion due to family responsibilities or illness and disability (Euro-
found, 2016:36). It should be noted that the financial situation of 
young NEETs in Greece is dire, since most of them do not receive 
benefits or other financial assistance (Eurofound, 2016). 

The youth NEET rate soared during the economic crisis, reach-
ing 30.8 per cent in 2013, but then started to decline. In 2019, 
the NEET rate was 20.7 per cent, meaning that almost 471,000 
young persons were neither in employment nor in education or 
training. The NEET rate is higher for those aged 25-29 and 30-34 
rather than those aged 15-19 and 20-24, most of whom are still in 
education or training (Figure 2.30). 
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The NEET rate for young females has been higher than that 
of males, especially before the crisis (Figures 2.31 and 2.32). In 
2019, the NEET rate of women aged 15-34 was 24.6 per cent, 
while that of men was 16.9 per cent. The same year, 38.2 per cent 
of females aged 30-34, i.e., more than 120.000 females, were not 
in employment, education or training. 

The NEET rate of the less educated, aged 20-24, 25-29 and 
30-34 years old remained higher than that of the other youth sub-
groups (Table 2.9). Furthermore, the NEET rate of primary and 
lower secondary education graduates increased more rapidly than 
that of the other subgroups. In 2019 one out of two less educated 
young people aged 20-34 years was not in employment, education 
or training. It should be noted that the NEET rate among the young 
and less educated females is even higher (Table 2.11). 

More specifically, regarding the age group 15-19, the NEET 
rate of those who study in mandatory education (i.e., primary and 
lower secondary education) declined from 5.7 per cent in 2001, to 
2.1 per cent in 2019, since fewer young people leave mandatory 
education. On the other hand, the NEET rate of those who have 
graduated from upper secondary and post-secondary, non-tertiary 
education increased from 12.9 per cent, in 2001, to 20.6 per cent, 
in 2019 (Table 2.9). The picture is the same for both sexes (Tables 
2.10 and 2.11), with the only difference being the NEET rate for 
females aged 15-19 who have graduated from upper secondary 
and post-secondary non-tertiary education, which was already 
high in 2001 and increased to a lesser extent to 19.3 per cent in 
2019 (Table 2.11).

During the period 2001-2008, the NEET rates of youth aged 
20-24, of all educational levels, decreased. After the crisis broke 
out it started to increase, peaking in 2013: 58.1 per cent for the 
primary and lower secondary education graduates, 24.2 per cent 
for the upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary ed-
ucation graduates and 45.4 per cent for the tertiary education 
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graduates. In 2019, the highest NEET rate was that of primary and 
lower secondary education graduates (51.3 per cent), the second 
highest that of tertiary education graduates (39.0 per cent) and the 
lowest was that of upper secondary and post-secondary, non-ter-
tiary education graduates (13.9 per cent) (Table 2.9). This trend is 
the same for both sexes (Tables 2.10 and 2.11). It should be noted 
that in 2019 the NEET rate for females who have graduated from 
primary and lower secondary education was 63.6 per cent, which 
was the highest rate of the age group 20-24 (Table 2.11).

Regarding the age group 25-29, the NEET rate of the primary 
and lower secondary education graduates decreased from 34.9 per 
cent, in 2001, to 28.0 per cent, in 2008. It then started to increase, 
and it reached its highest value (54.9 per cent) in 2013. In 2019 the 
NEET rate of that group decreased to 48.2 per cent. The NEET rate 
of the upper secondary and post-secondary, non-tertiary education 
graduates followed the same path, but at lower levels, reaching 
27.3 per cent in 2019. The NEET rate of tertiary education gradu-
ates ranged at even lower levels, reaching its lowest value in 2008 
(17.1 per cent) and its highest in 2013 (40.5 per cent). In 2019, the 
NEET rate of this group was 23.0 per cent, the same as in 2008 
(Table 2.9). Two issues must be noted regarding this age group 
(25-29): first, there is a minor difference between the NEET rate of 
male upper secondary and post-secondary, non-tertiary education 
graduates (21.6 per cent in 2019) and the corresponding rate of 
tertiary education graduates (20.7 per cent in 2019)  (Table 2.10), 
and second, the NEET rate of females who have graduated from 
primary and lower secondary education (65.6 per cent in 2019) is 
the highest of the age group (Table 2.11).

The NEET rate of youth aged 30-34 who have graduated from 
primary and lower secondary education was 48.1 per cent in 2019, 
which is the highest of the period 2001-2019. The corresponding 
rate of youth 30-34 who have graduated from upper secondary and 
post-secondary, non-tertiary education was 26.7 per cent in 2001 
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and 30.7 per cent in 2019, having reached 38.7 per cent in 2013. 
The NEET rate of youth 30-34 who have graduated from tertiary 
education has ranged at lower levels: from 12.4 per cent in 2009 to 
28.3 per cent in 2013, decreasing to 20.3 per cent by 2019 (Table 
2.9). The NEET rate of males aged 30-34 who have graduated 
from primary and lower secondary non-tertiary education almost 
tripled during the period 2001-2019, increasing from 12.1 per 
cent in 2001, to 31.7 per cent in 2019. The NEET rates of male 
secondary and post-secondary, non-tertiary education graduates 
were 8.2 per cent, in 2001, the same as the rate of tertiary edu-
cation graduates. Nevertheless, the NEET rate of the first group 
had increased to 19.5 per cent by 2019, while that of the second 
one had increased by much less, to 11.9 per cent (2019) (Table 
2.10). The NEET rate of females aged 30-34 who have graduated 
from primary and lower secondary education increased from 53.7 
per cent in 2006, to 66.0 per cent in 2018. In 2019, this rate was 
65.3 per cent, while the corresponding rates of female graduates 
of secondary and post-secondary, non-tertiary education and of 
tertiary education were 45.0 per cent and 26.4 per cent respectively 
(Table 2.11).
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2.5  Summary and conclusions

The situation of young people in the labour market has deteriorat-
ed in the last twenty years. The active population aged 15-34 has 
been substantially reduced, but the labour force participation rate 
declined to a lesser extent, due to the almost proportional reduc-
tion of the population in the same age brackets. The population 
declined due to adverse demographic trends and the fact that the 
immigration balance became negative during the crisis, as many 
young people migrated abroad. 

The number of labour market participants aged 15-24 decreased 
more rapidly than that of those aged 25-34. The lower participation 
of the younger age groups in the labour force could be explained 
by the fact that they do not face significant financial commitments 
and their parents may be willing to support them for as long as 
they are out of work, creating incentives for exit from the labour 
market. In Greece youth rely heavily on parental assistance, which 
strongly affects their labour market choices. 

Also, in times of crisis, the “opportunity cost” of education 
declines, especially for the younger age groups without finan-
cial commitments. Thus, young people preferred to stay in the 
education and training systems, rather than enter the labour mar-
ket, leading to a reduction of the number of young labour market 
participants, but also to the improvement of their qualifications, 
since the active young population who has graduated from higher 
education has increased substantially during the last years. 

Moreover, the labour force participation rate of young males 
remained higher than that of females. Since 2001, the participation 
of females aged 15-24 in the labour force has declined, while the 
participation of those aged 25-34 has increased. This reflects the 
increasing preference of young females (15-24) to remain in the 
education system and study in tertiary education, rather than enter 
the labour market. The increase of tertiary education departments 
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which females seem to prefer played a significant role in this 
direction. 

The youth employment rate, across all age subgroups, followed 
the same pattern: relative stability during the period 2001-2008, 
followed by a sharp fall between 2009-2013 and a gradual recovery 
from 2014 to 2019. However, in 2019 the employment rates of all 
age subgroups were much lower in comparison to the pre-crisis 
levels. This pattern is the same for both sexes, but the employment 
rate of males remained above that of females. Youth employment 
is very sensitive to economic fluctuations, since young people are 
more likely to hold atypical forms of work (temporary or part-time 
employment), they are less protected by the institutional framework, 
and they have less experience than the older employees. Thus, they 
are more likely to be the first who lose their jobs during recessions 
and the last to find new ones during recoveries.

The employment pattern described above applies to the entire 
population under examination, regardless of their educational at-
tainment level, with the exception of primary education gradu-
ates aged 15-19, whose employment rate was on downward trend 
throughout the period 2001-2019. The employment of those aged 
25-29, who have graduated both from secondary and post-sec-
ondary, non-tertiary education, and tertiary education recovered 
more rapidly, during the period 2014-2019. Regarding the tertiary 
education graduates, it seems that the employment of females aged 
25-29 and 20-24 years recovered faster, during the same period. 

Tertiary education’s recent graduates enter the labour market 
more successfully than the recent graduates from the other levels 
of education, meaning that the probability of finding a job for the 
former is higher than for the latter. Nevertheless, often the quali-
fications of tertiary education graduates do not match their jobs’ 
requirements. Almost five out of ten young employees who have 
graduated from tertiary education, have higher qualifications than 
those required to fill their jobs.
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The incidence of overqualification is related to the distribution 
of youth employment between sectors and occupations. Youth 
employment is concentrated in retail trade, tourism and food and 
beverage service activities. Despite the increase of youth employ-
ment in the ICT sector, it remains well below that in the afore-
mentioned sectors. At the same time, youth employment shrank 
in sectors which were severely affected by the crisis, such as the 
construction sector. Regarding the occupational distribution of 
youth employment, young people are mainly employed as sales 
and personal service workers, occupations which are more usual 
in the retail trade and in the food and beverage service activities. 
Therefore, two opposite trends are identified in the youth labour 
market: the improvement of the qualifications of the youth labour 
force is combined with the concentration of their employment in 
sectors which are not knowledge intensive. 

Atypical forms of work are quite common among young peo-
ple. A significant proportion of young employees are employed 
under temporary contracts, but most of them are involuntary tem-
porary employees, as they cannot find permanent jobs. Tempo-
rary employment is more usual among young female employees, 
compared to male ones. The part-time employment among young 
employees increased sharply during the crisis. As with temporary 
employment, part-time employment is also involuntarily for the 
most part. 

Temporary employment, as well as part-time employment, 
could function as a stepping stone from education to the labour 
market. Unfortunately, these forms of employment do not work in 
this way. In labour markets with restrictive employment protection 
legislation, as was the Greek one before its reform, employers have 
incentives to substitute typical forms of employment with atypical 
ones, especially in routine tasks’ jobs, where the training costs are 
low. That is, employers prefer to rotate employees in temporary 
jobs rather than hire new ones, avoiding the potential layoff cost. 
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Thus, only few temporary employees remain at their jobs after the 
termination of their employment contract. 

Before the economic crisis, the number of young unemployed 
people was falling steadily, but it increased sharply between 2009 
and 2013. During the next years, their numbers again gradually 
declined but have remained at a higher level compared to the pre-cri-
sis period. Furthermore, the number of unemployed aged 25-34 
increased more rapidly during the first five years of the crisis, and 
in its aftermath, declined at a slower pace, in comparison to the 
number of unemployed aged 15-24. This may be explained by the 
fact, that the younger unemployed are often looking for transitional 
jobs even under atypical forms of work, while the older ones are 
looking for career jobs, for which they may not be selected.

The unemployment rate of youth (15-34) increased sharply dur-
ing the crisis and from 2014 started to decrease but remained at much 
higher levels compared to the pre-crisis period. The unemployment 
rates of the younger age subgroups (15-19 and 20-24) ranged at 
higher levels than those of the older age subgroups (25-29 and 30-
34). Young employees are more likely to be laid off first when the 
production activity shrinks and to be hired last when the activity re-
covers, since they are considered less productive than the older ones. 

Before the crisis, the unemployment rate of the less educated 
young people was lower than that of the more educated, apart from 
the 30-34 age group. After the crisis, the picture changed, since the 
unemployment rate of the less educated is higher than that of the 
more educated, regardless of the age group. The most vulnerable 
group to the risk of unemployment are the less educated females, 
regardless of their age, demonstrating the difficulties women face 
in entering the labour market. 

The institutional reforms implemented during the period 2010-
2014, such as the deregulation of the employment protection legis-
lation and the introduction of the youth-subminimum wage, aimed 
to reduce youth unemployment. Nevertheless, the reduction of 
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the youth unemployment rate was not combined with a corre-
sponding improvement in the youth employment rate. Further-
more, the youth unemployment rate would be much higher if the 
phenomenon of brain drain had not taken place during the crisis. 
Finally, the introduction of the sub-minimum wage did not seem 
to significantly affect youth unemployment. 

The long-term youth unemployment rate followed a downward 
trend before the crisis. From 2008, the share of the unemployed 
who remained in unemployment for more than a year increased, 
especially in the older age subgroups (25-29 and 30-34). It is 
likely, that the long-term unemployed aged 15-19 and 20-24 can 
more easily stop looking for a job, exiting from the labour force, 
as they do not face financial commitments to the same degree as 
those aged 25-34. With the exit from the labour market, they are 
no longer recorded as unemployed. 

A lack of work experience is one of the main explanatory fac-
tors for long-term youth unemployment. Thus, long-term unem-
ployment is higher among young people compared to older age 
groups. Moreover, long-term unemployment affects young females 
more, compared to young males, probably because employers are 
reluctant to hire them, particularly when they are close to mater-
nity. The institutions which create frictions in the labour market, 
such as the strict employment protection legislation, and the lack 
of institutions designed to eliminate frictions, such as the active 
labour market policies, make the transition of the long-term un-
employed to employment more difficult.

Finally, the share of young people who are neither in employ-
ment nor in education and training (NEETs) aged 15-34 soared 
during the economic crisis. In Greece, most of the NEETs are 
mainly long-term and short-term unemployed rather than persons 
who have left the labour market to assume family responsibilities 
or who face illness or any form of disability. The share of females 
who are included in the NEETs is higher than that of males. 
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Appendix. Mapping the profile of overqualified youth

Kyriakos Filinis and Apostolos Fasianos

As described in the chapter above, the educational qualifications 
of the economically active youth have improved substantially 

over the past two decades. Focusing on employed youth, we observe 
that the share of employed young people, aged 25-29, who have 
graduated from higher education increased from 22 per cent in 2001, 
to 46 per cent in 2019. During the same period (2001-2019), the 
shares of employed youth, aged 25-29, who have graduated from 
upper secondary and post-secondary, non-tertiary education, and 
from less than primary, primary and lower secondary education, de-
creased from 54 to 48 per cent and from 24 to 7 per cent respectively 
(Figure 2A.1). The same trend is observed for the age group 30-34, 
as the share of employed tertiary education graduates increased 
from 28 per cent in 2001, to 48 per cent in 2019, while the share of 
employed youth with primary education credentials shrank from 28 
per cent in 2001, to 12 per cent in 2019 (Figure 2A.2).

On the other hand, as also demonstrated in the preceding anal-
ysis, youth employment remained concentrated on occupations 
which require a middle level of skills. The combination of a youth 
labour force which improves its educational qualifications, and 
the propensity of demand towards middle skills jobs, have led to 
an increasing rate of overqualified youth. In 2019, almost five out 
of ten employed young tertiary education graduates had higher 
qualifications than those required by their jobs.

Overqualified youth is not a problem only for the Greek labour 
market. In the EU, in 2019, 25 per cent of young employees who 
were tertiary education graduates, were overqualified (Skills Pan-
orama, Cedefop). However, as noted above, in Greece the share 
of overqualified youth was substantially higher.

In this part of the report, we employ an econometric model 
to identify the employed young tertiary education graduates who 
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are more likely estimate the job market outcome for different 
employed graduates using a maximum likelihood Probit model. 
The model specification is the following:
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On the other hand, as also demonstrated in the preceding analysis, youth employment remained 

concentrated on occupations which require a middle level of skills. The combination of a youth labour 

force which improves its educational qualifications, and the propensity of demand towards middle skills 

jobs, have led to an increasing rate of overqualified youth. In 2019, almost five out of ten employed young 

tertiary education graduates had higher qualifications than those required by their jobs. 

Overqualified youth is not a problem only for the Greek labour market. In the EU, in 2019, 25 per cent of 

young employees who were tertiary education graduates, were overqualified (Skills Panorama, Cedefop). 

However, as noted above, in Greece the share of overqualified youth was substantially higher. 

In this part of the report, we employ an econometric model to identify the employed young tertiary 

education graduates who are more likely to be overqualified. Given the dichotomous nature of the 

dependent variable (i.e., being overqualified or not), we estimate the job market outcome for different 

employed graduates using a maximum likelihood Probit model. The model specification is the following:  

 Pr(𝑦𝑦 − 1|𝑥𝑥𝑗𝑗) =  ∫ 1
√2𝜋𝜋 (𝑡𝑡2

2 ) 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 𝑎𝑎+𝛽𝛽𝑥𝑥
−𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖                                                                                (1) 

The dependent variable takes the value of 1 if the employed person is overqualified and 0 otherwise. 

Overqualified are employed young people, aged 25-34, who have graduated from higher education (ISCED 

6: Bachelor or equivalent level or ISCED 7: Master’s or equivalent level) and are not employed in high-skill 

occupations (ISCO 08: 1: Managers, 2: Professionals and 3: Technicians and associate professionals) 

(CEDEFOP). The predictors of overqualification (i.e., the x vector) include the age group of the employed, 

their gender, their family status, as well as the field of completed education, the employment sector, and 

the year under examination.  

We used the Labour Force Survey data, released by the Hellenic Statistical Authority on a quarterly basis 

(Q1/2011-Q4/2019). Table 1 below presents the results of the estimation.  

Table 1: Estimating the probability of young tertiary education graduates being overqualified  

 Differences in 
probabilities  P>|z|  

1.Age (25-29) 

30-34 -0.0866742 0.000 

2.Gender (Male) 

Female 0 0527912 0.000  

3.Family status (Single) 

Married 0. 0380478 0.000  

Widowed -0.0811498 0.123 

Divorced or legally separated  0. 0241564 0.510 

4.Field of completed education (General programmes) 

Teacher training and education science 0.1820902    0.090 

� (1)

The dependent variable takes the value of 1 if the employed 
person is overqualified and 0 otherwise. Overqualified are em-
ployed young people, aged 25-34, who have graduated from higher 
education (ISCED 6: Bachelor or equivalent level or ISCED 7: 
Master’s or equivalent level) and are not employed in high-skill 
occupations (ISCO 08: 1: Managers, 2: Professionals and 3: Tech-
nicians and associate professionals) (CEDEFOP). The predictors 
of overqualification (i.e., the x vector) include the age group of the 
employed, their gender, their family status, as well as the field of 
completed education, the employment sector, and the year under 
examination. 

We used the Labour Force Survey data, released by the Hellen-
ic Statistical Authority on a quarterly basis (Q1/2011-Q4/2019). 
Table 1 below presents the results of the estimation. 

Table 2A.1

Estimating the probability of young tertiary education graduates being 
overqualified 

Differences in 
probabilities 

P>|z| 

1. Age (25-29)

30-34 -0.0866742 0.000

2. Gender (Male)

Female 0 0527912 0.000 

3. Family status (Single)

Married 0. 0380478 0.000 

Widowed -0.0811498 0.123
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Divorced or legally separated 0. 0241564 0.510

4. Field of completed education (General programmes)

Teacher training and education science 0.1820902   0.090

Humanities, languages, and arts 0.3205527 0.003

Social sciences, business, and law 0.1830249 0.085

Science, mathematics and computing, Life science, Physical science, Mathematics 
and statistics, Computer science and use

0.1761383 0.098

Engineering, manufacturing, and construction 0.17886 0.092

Agriculture and veterinary 0.2965847 0.006

Health and welfare 0.061391 0.564

Services 0.4111679 0.000 

Unknown 0.4348311 0.008 

5. Economic activity (Education) 

Agriculture, forestry, and fishing 0.8919107 0.000 

Mining and quarrying 0.4840084 0.000

Manufacturing 0.4616153 0.000

Electricity, gas, steam, and air conditioning supply 0.4732613 0.000

Water supply; sewerage, waste management and remediation activities 0.2540558 0.000

Construction 0.3931781 0.000

Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 0.7164912 0.000

Transportation and storage 0.4298574 0.000 

Accommodation and food service activities 0.8191566 0.000 

Information and communication 0.2748919 0.000 

Financial and insurance activities 0.308337 0.000 

Real estate activities 0.2775235 0.001 

Professional, scientific, and technical activities 0.0511709 0.000 

Administrative and support service activities 0.6165224 0.000 

Public administration and defence; compulsory social security 0.6477081 0.000 

Human health and social work activities 0.1392283 0.000

Arts, entertainment, and recreation 0.2407044 0.000

Other service activities 0.3683574 0.000

Activities of households as employers; 0.9569007 0.000 
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Activities of extraterritorial organisations and bodies 0.3190124 0.000

6. Year (2011)

2012 0.0213154 0.05

2013 0.0543449 0.000 

2014 0.0805816 0.000 

2015 0.0753811 0.000 

2016 0.0849265 0.000 

2017 0.0872963 0.000 

2018 0.1412883 0.000 

2019 0.1632843 0.000 

Notes: Base variables are in parentheses. Differences statistically significant 
at 5%. N=51,401

The results show that for employed, young tertiary education 
graduates:

●● Those aged 30-34 have a lower probability of being over-
qualified (by 8.7 per cent) than those aged 25-29. 

●● Females have a higher probability of being overqualified 
(by 5.3 per cent) than males.

●● Those married have a higher probability of being over-
qualified (by 3.8 per cent) than singles.

●● Those who have studied “Humanities, languages and arts”, 
“Agriculture and veterinary”, and “Services” (sports, secu-
rity services -military- transport services and other) have a 
higher probability of being overqualified (by 32.1, 29.7 and 
41.1 per cent respectively) than those who have completed 
“General Programmes” studies.  

●● Those who work in “Agriculture, forestry and fishing”, 
“Accommodation and food service activities”, and 
“Wholesale and retail trade” have a higher probability of 
being overqualified (by 89.2, 81.9 and 71.6 per cent re-
spectively) than those who work in “Education”. On the 
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other hand, those who work in “Professional, scientific 
and technical activities” “Human health and social work 
activities”, “Arts, entertainment and recreation”, “Water 
supply; sewerage, waste management and remediation ac-
tivities”, “Information and communication”, “Real estate 
activities”, and “Financial and insurance activities”, while 
also more likely to be overqualified than those employed 
in “Education”, have lower probabilities of this occurring 
compared to the other sectors. 

●● After 2011, the probability of young tertiary education 
graduates being overqualified (compared to 2011) fol-
lows an upward trend, reaching its highest levels in 2018 
(14.1%) and in 2019 (16.3%).
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3

YOUNG WOMEN IN THE GREEK  
LABOUR MARKET

Berry Lalioti and Daphne Nicolitsas

■

3.1  Introduction

The participation rate in the Greek labour market is low com-
pared to other advanced European economies. Panel A of Fig-

ure 3.1 below illustrates the gap, between Greece, the EU-15 and 
Norway. In 2019, 77.1 per cent of individuals aged 15-59 in the 
EU-15 countries participated in the labour market. The correspond-
ing figures for Greece and Norway were 72 per cent and 79.4 per 
cent respectively. 

The higher participation rate in Norway, compared both to 
the EU-15 and Greece, is primarily due to the more extensive 
participation of women in the labour market; panels B and C of 
Figure 3.1 below demonstrate this. A plausible question to ask 
is whether the cross-country gaps in female participation rates 
are concentrated among specific age groups. Figure 3.2 attests 
to this. The overall gap in the participation rates between Greece 
and the EU-15 and Norway is concentrated in the younger (15-
19 years old, 20-24 years old) and in the older age groups (55-59 
years old). The participation rate of females in Greece aged 15 to 
34, which is the focus of this report, stood at 52.7 per cent in the 
second quarter of 2019 compared to 70.6 per cent in Norway and 
61.8 per cent in the EU-15.
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Figure 3.1 

Participation rates in Greece, the EU-15 and Norway, 1995-2019

 

 

 

60%

70%

80%

90%

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

A. Participation rate of individuals aged 15-59

75%

80%

85%

90%

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

B. Participation rate of men aged 15-59

EU15-Men GR-Men NO-Men

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

C. Participation rate of women aged 15-59

EU15-Women GR-Women NO-Women

EU15-Total GR-Total NO-Total

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey



Young women in the Greek labour market 

127

Figure 3.2 

Female participation rate in 2019 in different age groups, Greece, Norway 
and the EU-15

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey (grer=Employment rate in Greece, 
noer=Employment rate in Norway, eu15er=Employment rate in the EU-15)

The limited presence of young women in the labour market is 
not heavily stigmatised in Greece, as a high percentage of individ-
uals believe that women should not necessarily participate in the 
labour market. Information from Round 4 of the European Social 
Survey (ESS), for example, shows that, in 2008, 49 per cent of 
individuals in Greece agreed (strongly or otherwise) that women 
should be prepared to leave paid work in favour of raising their 
family. The respective share in the EU-15 is 37 per cent. Recent 
research by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Liv-
ing and Working Conditions (Eurofound), part of which concerns 
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work experiences during the Covid-19 pandemic, reveals, among 
other things, a big difference (14 hours) in the hours devoted by 
men and women in Greece to domestic work per week. Greece is 
at the very opposite end of the spectrum in relation to Scandinavian 
countries but also France (Eurofound 2020). The pandemic in fact 
exposed the increased pressure faced by women, compared to men, 
in their effort to cope with the demands of both their professional 
and family life (Symeonaki et al. 2020). The above suggest that 
if we consider the women who do not participate in the labour 
market or who participate in the labour market on a part-time 
basis, the returns to education for women are negatively affected 
as potential earnings do not materialize.

Turning to the demand side of the labour market, it looks as if 
hiring criteria vary by gender more in Greece than in the EU-15 
and furthermore, in the case of women, are to a large extent un-
related to their productivity. In the 2013 Eurobarometer survey,5 
a sample of around 1000 individuals were asked to report the 
main criteria according to which an employer hired a woman or 
a man. The replies suggest that individuals believe employers use 
different criteria when recruiting a man compared to when they 
are recruiting a woman. More specifically, 47 per cent of survey 
participants6 in Greece answered that, in the case of a woman, the 
most important criterion was her appearance. This was followed by 
whether she had children (45 per cent of the survey participants) 
and whether she could be flexible in terms of working hours (24 
per cent of the survey participants). The respective European av-
erages were 33 per cent, 49 per cent and 35 per cent. In contrast, 

5  This paragraph draws on European Parliament (2013). Moreover, see 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/el/be-heard/eurobarome-
ter/2013-women-and-gender-inequalities-in-the-context-of-the-crisis.  
6  The survey participants were offered the opportunity to provide multiple 
answers. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/el/be-heard/eurobarometer/2013-women-and-gender-inequalities-in-the-context-of-the-crisis
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/el/be-heard/eurobarometer/2013-women-and-gender-inequalities-in-the-context-of-the-crisis
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when it came to hiring a man, the most important criteria were his 
professional experience (55 per cent of the survey participants), 
his level of qualifications (38 per cent of the survey participants), 
his flexibility in terms of working hours (26 per cent of the sur-
vey participants) and his ability for ‘professional mobility’ (e.g., 
travelling abroad) (25 per cent of the survey participants). The 
respective European averages stood at 40 per cent, 38 per cent, 31 
per cent and 31 per cent. The lack of demand for women workers 
is reflected in the wage gap. In Greece, the unadjusted gender pay 
gap for all age groups is around 15 per cent, approximately the 
same as the EU average. In general, the gender pay gap is wider 
the older the individuals, as illustrated explicitly in section 2 of 
this chapter. 

While the analysis that follows does not touch upon the impact 
of the recent pandemic on the labour market and the position of 
women and youth, as these are dealt with in another section of 
the study, we note here that there is evidence internationally, that 
the pandemic has aggravated the difficulties faced by women and 
young individuals in the labour market, alongside those faced by 
other population groups. The latter include workers in the so-called 
‘informal’ economy and people employed in low-paid industries 
(e.g., education, food services), which are ‘dominated’ by women 
and young people (see e.g., Lalioti 2020). 

The policy measures taken during the crisis triggered by the 
Covid-19 outbreak, such as school closures, are also expected 
to contribute, at least in the medium term, to severe losses at the 
professional level; especially for young women. This expectation 
is based on the fact that women (and often young women) continue 
to be responsible for the provision of care towards children and 
elderly family members (as well as for ‘home’-related issues in 
general). It is also related, however, to the significant reduction 
observed in the provision of childcare services by older fami-
ly members, who often offer this type of assistance to working 
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mothers (see e.g., Goldin 2020: 2; Zamarro Perez-Arce and Pra-
dos 2020). Furthermore, there is evidence suggesting that young 
women (aged 18-34), along with population groups such as the 
self-employed, were the ones most likely to lose their jobs during 
the pandemic (Eurofound 2020).

At the same time, the rather limited, at this stage, research 
findings, which concern the impact of the current crisis on gen-
der-based discrimination in the labour market, point to the sharp 
increase in this type of discrimination, and, therefore, in job inse-
curity for women at the workplace. In Greece and elsewhere, the 
Covid-19 pandemic appears to be used as an excuse for further 
undermining women’s rights in the labour market.7 The discrimi-
natory treatment of women can take many forms: from not hiring 
a woman for a job (although she actually has qualifications and 
experience higher than or equal to the male employee who is 
eventually hired), to unequal access to job-related benefits.8

The rest of this chapter is structured as follows. We first (section 
2) present the facts relating to the activities of women aged 15- 34 
in Greece in the second quarter of 2019 together with estimates on 
the wage gap. The main reason for the selection of this age group, 
and not a narrower group between 15 and 24 which exhibits more 
pronounced differences in terms of activity behaviour compared 
to other developed countries, is that, as already mentioned at the 
beginning of the study, we are also interested in documenting 
the obstacles faced by women in the initial stages of their labour 
market presence. We turn next (section 3) to a discussion of the 
theoretical framework used in the literature on female participa-
tion. The next section includes a comprehensive documentation of 

7  See e.g., https://www.amnesty.gr/news/articles/article/23433/oyggar-
ia-oi-gynaikes-antimetopizoyn-entoni-ayxisi-ton-diakriseon-kai-tis
8  See e.g., https://www.synigoros.gr/?i=equality.el.imfyloworkpublic& 
page=1. 

https://www.amnesty.gr/news/articles/article/23433/oyggaria-oi-gynaikes-antimetopizoyn-entoni-ayxisi-ton-diakriseon-kai-tis
https://www.amnesty.gr/news/articles/article/23433/oyggaria-oi-gynaikes-antimetopizoyn-entoni-ayxisi-ton-diakriseon-kai-tis
https://www.synigoros.gr/?i=equality.el.imfyloworkpublic&page=1
https://www.synigoros.gr/?i=equality.el.imfyloworkpublic&page=1
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the gender anti-discrimination institutional framework in Greece. 
Then, we outline policies that decrease the discriminatory treat-
ment of women in the labour market and strengthen female em-
ployment (e.g., policies for the reconciliation of professional and 
family life). Finally, we summarise and discuss possible implica-
tions for future research and policy design. 

3.2  What do young women in Greece do?

We turn first to documenting the activities of young women in 
Greece. The documentation is based on ELSTAT’s Labour Force 
Survey (LFS) for the second quarter of 2019. 

3.2.1 �Activities of young women in Greece not participating  
in the labour market

As 47.3 per cent of women aged 15-34 appear not to participate 
in the labour market, the obvious question to ask is what these 
individuals are doing. For the youngest among the young, the most 
popular choice, if not participating in the labour market (i.e., if 
they are inactive), is education. Figure 3.3 shows the percentage 
of inactive women and men who are in education, for every age 
between 15 and 34 in 2019. 

Until the age of around 22, a very high share of both men and 
women are in education (formal or informal). Thereafter, however, 
and until the age of 29 inclusive, around half of the women who 
are inactive are in education. The percentage for men is higher, at 
65 per cent. Finally, between 30 and 34 years of age, the percent-
age of inactive women who are in education is very low (around 
6 per cent); although it is considerably higher for men (around 30 
per cent). As expected, the share of inactive individuals, who are 
in education, is higher in urban areas and lower in semi-rural and 
rural areas for youths of all ages. 
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Turning to the reasons for which individuals are not looking 
for a job despite not being in education, the picture that emerges is 
that family responsibilities are the reasons for which most inactive 
women aged 25 to 34, who are not in education, are not looking 
for a job (Figure 3.4).

This observation fits with the fact that amongst women in that 
age group, the majority are married, and is also corroborated by 
time use survey data for 2013-14, which suggests that women who 
do not participate in the labour market and are not in education 
spend a significant amount of their time on household activities.

The education level of women who have completed their stud-
ies and are not participating in the labour market is relatively high. 
More specifically, 40 per cent have an upper secondary education 
certificate compared to 25 per cent of the women who participate in 
the labour market as a whole. A further 22.5 per cent are university 
graduates compared to 43 per cent of labour market participants. 
For those inactive women, who are not in education and do not 
participate in the labour market, the main source of income support 
comes from other family members.

3.2  �Activities of young women in Greece who participate 
in the labour market

While the percentage of young women in Greece participating 
in the labour market stands at 52.7 per cent in the second quar-
ter of 2019, the percentage of women of this age group who are 
employed, is much lower at 37.6 per cent. This reflects the large 
share of individuals participating in the labour market who are 
unemployed. In the second quarter of 2019, the unemployment 
rate for this age group stood at 28.7 per cent.

Figure 3.5 presents the employment rate (employed in a specific 
age group over the population of the same age group) for men and 
women at each age. For both genders the employment rate is on 
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an upward trend until the age of 25. Thereafter, however, the em-
ployment rate of women remains flat, while that of men continues 
increasing. By the age of 34, the employment rate of women is just 
60 per cent, while the corresponding figure for men is 80 per cent. 

Figure 3.5 Figure 3.6
Employment rate by age,  

Q2 2019 
Unemployment rate by age,  

Q2 2019
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Source: ELSTAT, Labour Force Survey Q2 2019

Figure 3.6 shows the unemployment rate (unemployed in a 
specific age group over the labour force in the same age group) 
for men and women for each age. This is a mirror image of the 
employment rate; the unemployment rate is on a downward trend 
for both genders, until around the age of 25. Thereafter, the un-
employment rate for women remains at a high level of around 28 
per cent.
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Young, employed women work to a large extent (86 per cent) in 
the private sector. This percentage is lower for women over 34 (74 
per cent for women aged 35 to 50 and 67 per cent for women aged 
51 to 64). One in five young, employed women work part-time, 
with the share being higher for the youngest amongst the young 
(Figure 3.7). The share of part-time employment for women aged 
35 to 50 is 12.3 per cent, while for those aged between 51 and 64 
stands at 9.1 per cent. For the youngest cohorts, the main reason 
for part-time employment is that these individuals are studying at 
the same time. For the eldest amongst the young, the main reason 
for working part-time is that they could not find a full-time job.

Table 3.1 shows, in columns 2 and 3, the distribution of young, 
employed individuals (men and women) across sectors of eco-
nomic activity. Sectors of economic activity have been ranked in 
decreasing order of the percentage of young women in each sector. 
The table illustrates the concentration of youth (both women and 
men) in low-skilled sectors, such as wholesale and retail trade and 
accommodation and food service activities. We also note that a 
higher percentage of women than men are employed in some sec-
tors (e.g., human health and social work activities and education). 

Table 3.1 

Percentage of individuals in each sector of economic activity by broad age 
group and gender

15-34 years old 35-59 years old

Men Women Men Women

Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles 
and motorcycles

20.45 20.75 16.59 16.94

Accommodation and food service activities 18.45 17.63 6.36 9.58

Human health and social work activities 2.30 10.53 3.77 10.21

Education 2.52 10.31 5.92 14.44

Professional, scientific and technical activities 4.82 8.53 4.97 5.53
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15-34 years old 35-59 years old

Men Women Men Women

Manufacturing 12.89 6.10 12.07 6.75

Other service activities 1.15 4.26 1.61 2.46

Information and communication 3.27 3.73 2.66 2.56

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 8.82 3.49 11.26 10.14

Public administration and defense; compulsory social 
security

6.66 3.26 11.21 8.97

Transportation and storage 5.81 2.86 7.83 2.45

Administrative and support service activities 2.78 2.27 2.23 2.43

Financial and insurance activities 0.93 2.16 2.35 2.64

Arts, entertainment and recreation 1.77 1.97 1.27 1.33

Activities of households as employers; 
undifferentiated goods- and services-producing 
activities of households for own use

0.00 0.66 0.06 1.59

Construction 5.60 0.66 6.57 0.46

Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 0.47 0.31 1.15 0.62

Water supply; sewerage, waste management and 
remediation activities

0.59 0.20 1.38 0.53

Real estate activities 0.09 0.20 0.11 0.19

Activities of extraterritorial organisations and bodies 0.15 0.13 0.06 0.14

Mining and quarrying 0.48 0.00 0.58 0.05

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Source: ELSTAT, Labour Force Survey Q2 2019.

This is to some extent expected, as young individuals have, 
by definition, less experience and skills than older individuals. 
Note, however, that despite having less experience, around 40 
per cent of youth (38 per cent for men, 42 per cent for women) 
have qualifications higher than mandatory education. Amongst 
older individuals (35-59 years old), the share of men and women 
working in these two sectors, especially accommodation and food 
service activities, is much lower. Trying to assess whether the 
difference between the two age groups is due to a cohort effect 
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or whether as individuals grow, they move into other sectors of 
economic activity, we look at the same distribution of individuals 
across sectors of economic activity in 1999. We find that in 1999 
the share of young individuals employed in wholesale and retail 
trade is similar to that in 2019, suggesting thus that the high share 
of young individuals in this economic activity sector is not a cohort 
effect. The share of youth employed in accommodation and food 
service activities in 1999 is much smaller, however, than that in 
2019, suggesting that a cohort effect is partly behind the change 
in the difference in the concentration in accommodation and food 
service activities between the two age groups.

Finally, raw data on wages suggest a gap of around 11 per cent 
between young men and women in full-time jobs, which translates 
into a gap of around 84 EUR. For part-time jobs, the gap is 21 EUR 
or 6 per cent. Once, however, we consider differences in level of 
education, specific age and sector of economic activity, this gap 
falls from 11 per cent to 9.6 per cent or 81 EUR. This finding shows 
that the gap in the wages of young men and women reflects more 
than just differences in productive features. A detailed analysis of 
the wage gap is presented in Appendix 1 of this chapter.

3.4  �The framework used for the analysis of gender 
differences in labour market performance

The literature that discusses female employment covers a wide 
range of issues. These include, for example, factors behind the pro-
fessional choices of women, their participation in the labour mar-
ket, the duration of their professional life, the level of their hourly 
net salary and the possibility of being (or not) insured at a social 
security fund.9 The nature of these factors differs significantly 

9   This and the next two paragraphs largely draw on Jensen, 2017 and Nicolit-
sas, 2006. 
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(e.g., they are often socio-economic, cultural or institutional). The 
literature has paid more attention to the side of labour supply than 
to that of labour demand, although certain factors (e.g., anti-dis-
crimination legislation) appear to have an impact on both supply 
and demand. 

Factors deemed to impact on female participation include in-
dividual characteristics of women, such as their age, health status 
and educational level; the household composition and character-
istics; labour market characteristics, such as the wage level, in-
cluding the minimum wage, and the wage gap between men and 
women; characteristics of the tax system, such as the adoption of 
progressive taxation; spatial characteristics, such as the level of 
‘urbanization’ of a geographical unit and the characteristics of the 
local economy/society; and cultural characteristics, such as the 
adoption of specific values and principles with regard to labour 
market participation. 

Policies deemed to enhance women’s employability also have 
an impact on female employment. These include, for example, 
policies targeted at the harmonization of professional and family 
life, social care policies, but also ‘alternative’ forms of employment 
(e.g., tele-working). Among other things, the relevant bibliography 
highlights the significant effects of maternity leave and maternity-re-
lated provisions on women’s integration in the labour market. More 
importantly, however, it is broadly acknowledged that the outcomes 
emanating from such policies are due to the combined influence of 
different parameters: the cost and availability of childcare, tax and 
occupational incentives, etc. Furthermore, the institutional frame-
work against gender-based discrimination in the labour market is 
widely perceived as playing a key role in various aspects of female 
employment (see e.g., Hegewisch and Gornick, 2011). 

The literature discussing these policies should therefore be 
viewed in conjunction with the literature on gender-based dis-
crimination in the labour market, since the latter offers, inter alia, 
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explanations concerning labour market rigidities and phenomena, 
such as the inadequate utilization of human resources (see e.g., 
Anker, 1997). Moreover, based on theoretical approaches such 
as the ‘preference discrimination theory’ (Becker, 1957) and the 
‘statistical theory of discrimination’ (Phelps, 1972, Arrow, 1973), 
gender characteristics are broadly acknowledged to be linked to the 
experience of discrimination in the labour market. At the centre of 
the first approach, lies the concept of the ‘discrimination index’. 
The higher this index, the greater is, for example, the wage gap 
between those who are subject to discrimination and those who 
are not. The second approach is related to the broader theoretical 
discussion concerning labour market fragmentation and to the 
hypothesis that there are differences in the productivity, skills, ex-
perience and other characteristics of different groups of employees. 

Additional approaches, such as the ‘human capital theory’ 
(Becker, 1964) or feminist theories, likewise offer theoretical 
frameworks for examining the phenomenon of gender-based dis-
crimination in the labour market (see Anker 1997 for an overview 
of theories of occupational segregation by sex). Broadly speaking, 
the literature examining this type of discrimination often focuses 
on how gender, combined with a variety of variables (e.g., age, be-
havioural characteristics, etc.), affects employment. Furthermore, 
it covers a wide range of topics. One of the most ‘classic’ is the 
gender pay gap. That being said, in contrast to subjects related to 
female employment in the Greek labour market (especially wage 
differences between men and women, see e.g., Kanellopoulos and 
Mavromaras 2002, Agiomirgianakis, Bersatos and Tsounis 2018; 
Porfyri 2018), and despite the fact that the discriminatory behav-
iour against women in the foregoing market is anything but unu-
sual, gender-based discrimination is a relatively under-researched 
subject (see e.g., Balourdos et al. 2012). 

Based on the review of the relevant literature, the parameters 
affecting women’s participation in the Greek labour market over 
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time include, inter alia, the marital status of these women, their 
husband’s income, their children’s age, whether they are household 
heads or not, their educational level, their place of residence and 
their age. Furthermore, gender-based discrimination is a crucial 
factor, when it comes to understanding the difficulties faced by 
women in the domestic labour market (see e.g., Livanos, Yalkin 
and Nuñez 2009, Fasianos and Karakitsios 2020). 

One of the key factors regarded as hindering female employ-
ment in Greece is the overlap between work and family relation-
ships. This overlap is largely linked to the high number of family 
enterprises in the country, as well as to the direct dependence of 
women on the economic activity of their husbands (Stratigaki 
2006). Similarly, a series of variables is acknowledged to affect, 
in a positive way, the profile and characteristics of female em-
ployment in Greece. These include the removal of the administra-
tive barriers that pose obstacles to the entry of more women into 
business, and the extension of childcare and improvements in the 
policies aiming at reconciling the personal and professional lives 
of employees (see e.g., Nicolitsas, 2006). 

3.5  �The anti-discrimination institutional framework  
in Greece

The importance of the anti-discrimination framework, as a means 
of combating discrimination against women in the labour market, 
cannot be overstated. Yet, we should also keep in mind that the 
adoption of such a framework is not a panacea and does not lead 
to the eradication of discrimination. An example may be found 
in the case of the United States of America, a country regarded 
as having a long and strong commitment to anti-discrimination 
legislation (see e.g., Blau and Kahn 2001). 

This is because, in line with the relevant literature, coping with 
discrimination is a multidimensional issue. Hence, the institutional 
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framework against gender-based discrimination in the labour mar-
ket should be viewed in conjunction with the policies targeted at 
enhancing women’s employability, such as the ones discussed in 
section 3.5 below.

While the institutional framework concerning age-based dis-
crimination partly overlaps with the one concerning gender-based 
discrimination (discussed below), the foregoing policies targeted 
at young people aged 15-34 (women included) in Greece include, 
inter alia, active labour market policies (henceforth ALMPs) pro-
moted by OAED, i.e., the Manpower Employment Organization. 
Examples of these policies are the so-called programmes of ‘guar-
anteed employment’ in the private sector, whose main objectives 
are job creation and providing incentives to enterprises for new 
hires (through the subsidization of wage and non-wage costs). 

Given, however, the focus of the present chapter on women 
in the Greek labour market, this and the next section prioritize 
the discussion on gender-based discrimination (and the relevant 
policies) over the discussion on age-based discrimination (and the 
relevant policies). Furthermore, we should keep in mind that the 
ALMPs adopted by the Greek national authorities and agencies 
quite often consider both gender and age characteristics.10 Oth-
erwise, as already mentioned, young women are amongst the key 
target groups of ALMPs targeting young people or the unemployed 
in general. Moreover, as will be discussed below, given the high 
incidence of violations of the anti-discrimination legislation in 
Greece, for reasons related to pregnancy/maternity, young women 
are obviously amongst the main victims of discrimination in the 
domestic labour market.

10 A recent example is a pilot youth entrepreneurship project launched by 
OAED at the beginning of 2020, with an emphasis on unemployed women, 
aged 18-29. 
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Overall, the broader institutional framework against discrim-
ination in the Greek labour market, part of which concerns the 
equal treatment of both male and female employees, conforms with 
the fundamental principles of international conventions targeted 
at combating discrimination. An example is the ‘Convention for 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women’, 
which was adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations 
on December 18, 1979 and signed by Greece on March 2, 1982 
(and, next, ratified via Law 1342/1983). 

Similarly, this framework is in line with the basic principles 
of the EU legislation regarding the equal labour market access of 
people with different characteristics, as well as the promotion of 
gender equality. From the 1970s onwards, the European institu-
tions undertook legislative initiatives, which aimed, inter alia, at 
ensuring the equal treatment of men and women in the field of 
employment (e.g., by determining minimum levels of protection 
for all employees in the EU, in terms of recruitment, working 
conditions, promotion, pay, access to vocational training, layoffs, 
occupational pensions, etc). 

Gender discrimination lies at the heart of both primary and 
secondary law, while many EU Directives likewise address issues 
of gender equality and non-discrimination. Milestones include, 
inter alia, the following Directives: Directive 2000/78/EC of 27 
November 2000, which focuses on equal treatment in employment; 
Directive 2006/54/EC of 5 July 2006, which concerns equal oppor-
tunities and the equal treatment of men and women in matters of 
work and employment; and Directive 2010/41/EC of 3 December 
2012, on the equal treatment of men and women engaged in, or 
contributing to, self-employment activities.

Although the effects associated with the anti-discrimination 
institutional framework cannot be easily attributed to specific 
clauses (see e.g., Livanos, Yalkin and Nuñez 2009), the important 
developments that took place in the framework outlined above 
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are widely acknowledged to have contributed to the increasing 
mass participation of women in the domestic labour market. The 
starting point for these developments is the explicit reference made 
in the 1975 Greek Constitution to the right of all workers, irre-
spective of gender (or other distinction), to equal pay, for work of 
equal value. This resulted, between 1975 and 1978, in the gradual 
convergence of the lower wages of women with those of men 
(Nicolitsas 2006).11

During these first steps taken against gender-based discrimina-
tion, Law 1414/1984, which concerns the application of the prin-
ciple of gender equality in employment relations (Davaki 2013), 
is a milestone. The law referred to the right of access to all sectors 
and levels of employment, regardless of gender characteristics, 
and declared illegal an employer’s refusal to hire a woman for 
pregnancy-related reasons. More recently, the introduction of Laws 
3304/2005, 3488/2006, 3769/2009, 3896/2010 and 4097/2012 was 
crucial to the fight against discrimination and the promotion of 
equality in Greece. Alongside constitutional provisions (in particu-
lar Articles 4, 22 and 116 of the Greek Constitution), they focus 
on the protection of the equal and non-discriminatory treatment 
of men and women in the labour market (e.g., in the cases of 
recruitment, independent professional activity or even participa-
tion in vocational education and training programmes).12 Part of 
these provisions address some of the most ‘popular’ sub-themes 
of gender-based discrimination in the labour market, such as the 
equal pay of male and female employees for work of equal value 
and their equal access to social security schemes.

Law 3896/2010 introduced a novel (and more complete) frame-
work for the more effective application of the principle of equal 

11  The full convergence of the lower wages of women and men employees 
was adopted on March 1, 1978.
12  See also https://www.synigoros.gr/?i=equality.el.ifnomos.  

https://www.synigoros.gr/?i=equality.el.ifnomos
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treatment in the field of employment, through a system of extended 
legal protection and innovative legal tools (in accordance with the 
requirements of the Directive 2006/54/EC). Among other things, 
Law 3896/2010, which replaced Law 3488/2006, extended the 
Greek Ombudsman’s responsibilities relating to gender-based 
discrimination in terms of employment, to both the public and 
private sectors of the economy.

The Ombudsman, initially responsible solely for violations of 
the anti-discrimination legislation by the public services, plays, 
alongside the Labour Inspectorate (hereafter SEPE), which is re-
sponsible for checking for violations in the field of employment 
and work by natural or legal persons in the private sector, and the 
Equal Treatment Committee, which is responsible for violations 
for all fields except employment and labour, a strategic role in 
promoting the principle of equal treatment and thus in combating 
gender discrimination in the domestic labour market. The Om-
budsman’s interventions to restore legitimacy are numerous; often 
in collaboration with SEPE, whose Labour Inspectors inform the 
Ombudsman about the complaints they receive concerning issues 
of gender-based discrimination in the labour market and submit to 
the Ombudsman the results of their investigation. The Ombuds-
man has, however, the authority to conduct his own investigation 
and formulate the final decision on the complaints submitted by 
employees (Ministry of Employment, Social Insurance and Social 
Solidarity 2017). The frequent violations of the rights of pregnant 
employees or those of working mothers, which will be discussed 
later in this chapter, is a field where the Ombudsman has assumed 
an active role. 

The existing anti-discrimination framework in Greece covers 
various forms of employment (including employment without a 
currently valid contract) with a particular employer/company, or 
for a definite or indefinite period. Among other things, the frame-
work covers the services provided by the self-employed, while 
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also addressing different types of issues that may affect the ac-
cess of citizens to professional life (e.g., job ads or calls for work 
positions).

The framework described above relates to both direct and in-
direct gender-based discrimination in the labour market. It does 
so more effectively for the former than for the latter, due to the 
relatively vague definition of the concept of ‘indirect discrim-
ination’.13 Broadly speaking, direct discrimination arises when 
the employer treats a person worse than another in a comparable 
situation, because of her/his gender characteristics (e.g., when 
an employer refuses to hire an employee, just because she is a 
woman).14 By contrast, indirect discrimination relates to a prac-
tice (or policy or rule) that applies to all, and although it seems, 
at first sight, to be neutral, ends up having negative consequences 
for specific individuals. Unfavourable provisions governing part-
time employment that increase the cost of part-time employment 
disproportionally, for instance, introduce indirect discrimination 
against women, since most part-time employees are female. 

The existing anti-discrimination framework also addresses 
‘multiple discrimination’: when, for example, gender-based dis-
crimination in the labour market is combined with discriminatory 
behaviour due to other characteristics of the employee (e.g., age 
or nationality). Multiple discrimination is protected by provisions, 
such as those included in Law 4443/2016, which promotes the 
principle of equal treatment and combats discrimination based 
on gender, but also other characteristics, such as race, colour, eth-
nicity, religion, disability or chronic illness, age, marital or social 
status, sexual orientation and gender identity; and which, once 
again, was established in agreement with EU-driven principles, 
such as those governing Directives 2000/43/EC and 2000/78/EC. 

13   This and the next paragraph draw on Petroglou 2020: 19-20.
14   See https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1437&langId=en. 
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Unfortunately, as already mentioned above, the establishment 
of a framework prohibiting gender-based discrimination in the 
labour market does not automatically lead to the eradication of 
this type of discrimination.15 In practice, the information on the 
violations of the legislation against gender-based discrimination 
in the Greek labour market indicates that most complaints come 
from women. Furthermore, during the years of the recent financial 
crisis (from 2008 and onwards), there was a significant increase in 
the number of the complaints from women working in the private 
sector. The main causes of discrimination against women in the 
domestic labour market included their ill-treatment, due to preg-
nancy and maternity leave, and/or in the case of maternity-related 
benefits. 

Additionally, there is anecdotal evidence that it became quite 
common for young women to be asked not to start a family, if they 
were to get a job in the private sector. In a similar vein, maternity 
leave intervals were not to be taken into consideration as periods 
of service in cases of promotion; or pregnant employees were more 
at risk of unemployment or conversion of their employment into 
part-time status. On the contrary, complaints regarding the ‘un-
equal’ pay of women, compared to that of their male colleagues, 
were not reported to be that frequent. 

In a similar vein, according to the annual report of the Greek 
Ombudsman for the year 2019: 44 per cent of the complaints sub-
mitted to the Ombudsman for issues of discrimination concerned 
this exact type of discrimination, largely revealing the limited 
protection of pregnant employees towards the discriminatory be-
haviour of employers.16 For the same year, 73 per cent of all the 

15  This and the next paragraph draw on Balourdos et al. 2012; Davaki 2013: 
13; Petroglou 2020: 37-38, 49.  
16  This and the next two paragraphs largely draw upon The Greek Ombuds-
man 2020. 
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reports concerning discrimination in the private sector concerned 
gender-based discrimination. In a systematic way, many employers 
attempt, as soon as possible, to get rid of the ‘burden’ of a pregnant 
employee, often resorting to seemingly lawful ways of terminating 
the contract of this employee.

Moreover, employers often seem to adopt a behaviour (in-
cluding making decisions that will lead to the deterioration of the 
pregnant employee’s working conditions (e.g., an adverse change 
of workplace), which will ultimately force this employee to resign 
(and the resignation will be presented as voluntary, when in reality 
it’s not). This phenomenon appears to occur with greater intensity 
in small and medium-sized enterprises, which, however, constitute 
most enterprises in the country. Gender-based discrimination is 
not uncommon in the public sector either. Moreover, female em-
ployees who are victims of discrimination often avoid submitting 
a complaint: they fear that may have to cope with additional con-
sequences. We should also keep in mind that it is quite difficult 
for an employee to prove that she/he has faced discrimination. 

Furthermore, the anti-discrimination framework is not always 
implemented in an adequate and effective way. According to the 
Ombudsman, one of the key reasons behind this is the incon-
sistency between design/content and implementation, the latter 
exhibiting slower progress than what was originally anticipated 
(since the adoption of the relevant legislation). Despite the success-
ful collaboration between the Ombudsman and SEPE, the former 
claims that the lack of satisfactory progress should be attributed 
to the multi-year economic crisis in Greece and the strict fiscal 
adjustment, but also to deep-rooted prejudices and well-established 
stereotypes regarding women in the Greek society.

The current anti-discrimination framework is also regarded as 
being relatively inadequate in terms of issues such as the protection 
of pregnant employees and/or women on maternity leave (e.g., in 
the case of renewing the fixed-term contract of such an employee), 
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a criticism that seems to be verified by the review of complaints 
submitted to the Ombudsman. The critique is largely related to the 
view that the aforementioned framework leaves significant room 
to the employer, in order to terminate the employment relationship 
with a pregnant employee and/or a woman on maternity leave (e.g., 
in the cases of the relative low performance of the employee or the 
non-compliance with the instructions of the employer; under the 
condition that these are in no way associated with the employee’s 
pregnancy or maternity leave).

The criticism towards the institutional framework against dis-
crimination is also linked to the idea that, similarly to the institu-
tional framework on gender equality, this framework is governed 
by legal formalism. This is a view that builds upon the assumption 
that those who introduced this framework copied, almost entire-
ly, supranational rules based on other countries’ practices, while 
ignoring the resistance against the eradication of discrimination 
that is inherent in the Greek society (Lyberaki 2010, Lyberaki and 
Tinios 2017). 

The above should be viewed, however, in conjunction with the 
broader criticism expressed regarding theoretical concepts which 
lie at the heart of the anti-discrimination framework, such as the 
concept of ‘positive action’ (an explicit reference to which was 
adopted in the 2001 Greek Constitution). The concept of positive 
action per se was perceived as running counter to the very essence 
of the framework described above. More specifically, it was ac-
cused of ending up encouraging discrimination (see e.g., Hodges 
Aeberhard 2001).

Overall, the implementation of the framework against discrim-
ination in the labour market appears to be more difficult in the 
private sector than in the public sector, as well as in small and 
medium-sized enterprises, compared to large enterprises (Lyber-
aki and Tinios 2017). Finally, we should keep in mind a series of 
issues that undermine the effective use of the existing framework: 
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first, there is often limited access to the information regarding the 
content of discrimination and the rights of employees who faced 
discrimination (Porphyri 2018: 13); second, the official procedures 
following the submission of a complaint for gender-based discrim-
ination in the labour market are often very time-consuming; and, 
third, the results achieved are not always the desired ones (e.g., 
the monetary compensation for the time the employee was left 
out of the labour market may be minimal or even zero) (Petroglou 
2020: 95-96).

3.6  Policies

Strengthening female employment and removing the barriers (the 
discriminatory treatment of women by employers included) re-
garded as undermining the integration/reintegration of women 
into the labour market, are at the centre of European employment 
strategies and policies. More specifically, the interest of EU au-
thorities in the employment situation of young women is evident 
in initiatives such as the Youth Guarantee. 

As already mentioned, the institutional framework targeted 
at combating gender-based discrimination in the labour market 
should be viewed, alongside the policies (and, generally speaking, 
the parameters), which are regarded as playing a crucial role to-
wards strengthening women’s employability. Although discussing 
the relevant literature goes beyond the scope of this chapter, it 
should be noted that substantiating the direct relationship between 
these policies and female employment is often a difficult task. 
Moreover, there is a quite controversial and rather limited litera-
ture strand, which focuses on the possible negative consequences 
of these policies for different aspects of female employment (see 
e.g., Hegewisch and Gornick 2011). 

The list of the foregoing policies is quite long and covers a 
wide range of different, but interrelated fields/areas: from the 
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harmonization of the family and professional life of employees to 
social care and taxation. Over the last two decades in particular, a 
period which for most of the OECD member-states coincides with 
the beginning of an effort to redefine their institutional framework 
against gender-based discrimination in the labour market, there 
has been significant progress (see e.g., Jaumotte 2003).

Perhaps the most representative category of policies, which 
are deemed as contributing to removing barriers from women’s 
participation in the labour market and decreasing discrimination 
against women, are those aimed at the reconciliation of the pro-
fessional and family life of employees. These include, inter alia, 
types of provisions/benefits related to the period of motherhood, 
but also working time arrangements, which often offer relative 
flexibility to employees.

The 1980s are a milestone in the development of these policies 
in Greece, once again in accordance with the basic principles of 
EU legislative initiatives. Viewed in conjunction with the mod-
ernization of family law (1983) in the country (at the time, one 
of the most women-friendly pieces of legislation in the EC), Law 
1483/1984, which aimed at the protection of employees with fam-
ily obligations, was a major step towards the reconciliation of the 
professional and family lives of employees. In line with the same 
logic and principles, Greece ratified in 1985 the ILO Treaty 156, 
which concerned strengthening the aforementioned reconciliation 
(see e.g., Nicolitsas 2006). Examples of more recent provisions in 
this field are those included in Law 3528/2007, Law 3655/2008 
and Law 3896/2010, on maternity leave, parental leave, special 
maternity protection and the prohibition of the discriminatory 
behaviour of employers towards employees, due to the use of 
benefits, such as maternity leave.

Illustrative of policies targeted at reconciling the family and 
the professional lives of employees are also the ‘highly contest-
ed’ working time or working type arrangements (teleworking 
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included), which, during the current Covid-19 pandemic, ex-
perienced, in Greece (and elsewhere), a significant increase. In 
the case of Greece in particular, these policy measures, together 
with the extensive reform in the field of employment relations 
during the 2010s economic crisis, drastically changed the land-
scape in the domestic labour market. Those in favour of such 
arrangements often argue that they leave less room to employers 
for discrimination, given that the latter usually use the greater 
commitment of women to their family, as an excuse for the adop-
tion of discriminatory behaviour towards female employees. On 
the other hand, the expansion of flexible forms of employment 
has been criticized for being associated with low-quality work, 
as well as for paving the road for the further deterioration of 
the rights of the most vulnerable population groups, including 
those of women.

Policy initiatives targeted at the harmonization of the profes-
sional and family life of employees have also been developed, 
however, by national authorities and organizations with a strate-
gic role in combating gender-based discrimination in the labour 
market [e.g., the Ombudsman, who, in a letter addressed to the 
General Secretary of Family Policy and Gender Equality, sug-
gested, inter alia, the introduction of a six-month parental leave 
for the private sector; or the social partners, who incorporated the 
European Framework Agreement for an inclusive labour market 
in the General Collective Bargaining Agreement for year 2016] 
(The Greek Ombudsman 2020: 93-95; Porfyri 2018: 32).

There are large differences in employees’ access to such provi-
sions and to their coverage (e.g., depending on their employment 
status, including whether they are self-employed or not). For ex-
ample, employees with permanent employment in the public sector 
and employees who are likewise employed in the public sector, 
but under a fixed-term contract, have access to different types of 
maternity leave (Petroglou 2020: 50, 79).
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Additionally, the national data available from SEPE on the pol-
icies targeted at the reconciliation of the family and professional 
lives of employees [e.g., information on the number of male and 
female employees who requested from their employers and even-
tually got childcare or parental leave (and other types of leave)], 
shed light upon the following, among other things: first, the much 
higher number of women who faced gender-based discrimination 
in the labour market (due to maternity-related reasons), confirming 
therefore the data included in the Ombudsman reports; and second, 
the much higher number of women who benefit/make use of provi-
sions for the reconciliation of the family and professional lives of 
employees (Ministry of Labour, Social Insurance and Social Soli-
darity 2017). As discussed, nevertheless, in the relevant literature, 
without an increase in the number of the men-users of these policy 
measures (and, apparently, without a change in the division of labour 
at home), gender-based discrimination in the labour market cannot 
be discontinued (see e.g., Hegewisch and Gornick 2011).

In recent years, a series of legal provisions covered pre-exist-
ing unregulated gaps concerning surrogacy and adoption rights 
(maternity leaves, maternity benefits and allowances, protection 
from lay-offs), while also establishing the use of parental leave 
by both parents alternatively (biological, adopting, foster parents), 
regardless of their working status (see Article 38 of Law 4342/2015 
and Articles 44-46 of Law 4488/2017).17 Another particularly im-
portant legislative initiative, adopted in 2017, was the extension of 
the protection against dismissal, (which was previously reserved 
only to natural mothers) to women who were in the process of 
adopting children; or who were undergoing the procedure of be-
coming pregnant, or were in fact pregnant, within the context of 
surrogate motherhood (see Article 48 of Law 4488/2017).

17  This and the next two paragraphs draw on Ministry of Labour and Social 
Affairs, 2020: 7, 13, 29-30. 
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Moreover, under the 2019 Rights, Equality and Citizenship 
Work Programme, the General Secretariat for Family Policy and 
Gender Equality, submitted a proposal to the European Commis-
sion titled ‘Promoting work-life balance in companies and a better 
sharing of care between men and women’ (SHARE), which was 
approved and started being implemented in February 2020. The 
project aimed at tackling traditional gender family roles and at 
promoting the reconciliation of work and private life, with an 
emphasis on companies’ working environments. 

Finally, a new law on substantive gender equality (Law 
4604/2019) was adopted in March 2019. This was the first attempt 
in Greece to draft a ‘horizontal’ bill, which aimed at the creation 
of circumstances that could lead to the achievement of substantive 
gender equality and the elimination of gender inequalities in all 
sectors of public, social and economic life. The notions of ‘gender 
mainstreaming’ and ‘gender budgeting’ were introduced for the 
first time into a legislative text. Furthermore, a chapter was ded-
icated to ‘gender mainstreaming in private life and labour’, with 
articles concerning provisions for substantive gender equality in 
the field of labour (e.g., the establishment of Equality Signs and 
Gender Awards for enterprises adopting gender equality corporate 
policies).

Leaving aside these ‘classic’ examples of policies for the har-
monization of the professional and family lives of employees, 
childcare policies is another category of policies regarded as cru-
cial for enhancing women’s employability and decreasing gen-
der-based discrimination in the labour market. The main reason for 
this is that women (in Greece and elsewhere, despite differences) 
continue to be the ones, who are responsible for the provision 
of childcare (while the existing ‘gaps’ are being filled by elderly 
family members and immigrants) (see e.g., Lyberaki 2008, Ly-
beraki and Tinios 2017. Milestones in this policy field in Greece 
include the establishment (in 1997) of the all-day school, which 
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was followed, inter alia, by the expansion of the network of pre-
school and primary education (Nicolitsas 2006: 18). 

Overall, the establishment of childcare (alongside that of el-
derly care) and, broadly speaking, the development of personal 
social services in Greece has historically been slow and piecemeal. 
Additionally, the 2008 economic crisis and the austerity-related 
policy measures resulted, among other things, in extensive cuts 
in expenditures for these services and into fewer families being 
able to pay migrant women for the provision of care than in the 
past; meaning that the burden of domestic child (and elderly) care 
increasingly fell on the shoulders of female family members (Da-
vaki 2013: 13-14). 

Despite the significant progress made during the last dec-
ades, largely due to EU funds (see e.g., the work-life balance 
programmes offering childcare services to unemployed/self-em-
ployed/employed in the private sector mothers that fulfil low-in-
come criteria), Greece continues to lag behind other EU countries 
in a series of indicators regarding the provision of the services 
discussed here (see e.g., OECD 2017). Parameters such as the 
mediocre quality of provisions targeted at children up to the age 
of three (see e.g., Megalonidou 2020) still undermine the equal 
participation of men and women in the domestic labour market.

The above have been accompanied by the introduction of 
incentives for employers to hire and keep in their labour force 
female employees. For instance, employers hiring women, who 
have at least two children are exempted from paying insurance 
contributions for these employees (for a period equal to one year 
per child). Additionally, female farmers are exempted from paying 
their insurance contributions for one year, following the birth of a 
child (from the second and onwards) (see the relevant provisions 
of Law 3227/2004). 

In a similar vein, there are ‘quota measures’, according to 
which a specific percentage of employees or participants in various 
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organizations/committees should be women. Law 2839/2000 in-
troduced, for the first time in Greece, that 1/3 of all employees 
in the public sector, local authorities and related institutions and 
enterprises have to be women (Davaki 2013: 9). Moreover, private 
companies have, in theory, the obligation to increase the number of 
their female board members. Still, there is a big distance between 
theory and practice (Petroglou 2020: 23-30). 

Over the last five years, a series of policy interventions have 
focused on the labour market integration of young women. These 
include, inter alia, the submission to the General Secretariat for 
Lifelong Learning and Youth of proposals formulated by the Min-
istry of Labour and Social Affairs (under the ‘New National Life-
long Learning Programmes’), which aimed at the elimination of 
digital illiteracy and the integration of vulnerable social groups, 
especially young women and girls, in the workplace, and em-
ployment programmes targeted at unemployed young people aged 
18-29, with absolute priority being given to mothers of minors 
(Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs 2020).    

Finally, once again, all the above have been implemented under 
the aegis of broad-scale projects (which largely benefited from EU 
funds). Examples include projects whose objective is to strengthen 
women’s employability and cope with gender-based discrimination 
such as the ‘Equal’ Initiative, which aimed, inter alia, at offering 
equal opportunities for labour market access to both male and fe-
male employees (e.g., via actions that targeted at the reconciliation 
of their professional and personal lives) (Balourdos et al. 2012: 
184); or the ‘National Action Plans for Gender Equality’, which, 
among other things, supported the employment independence of 
women (Davaki 2013: 8; Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs 
2020: 51). Overall, policy interventions based on the adoption of 
the concept of ‘positive action’, previously mentioned elsewhere 
in this report, played a crucial role towards the significant progress 
made in terms of anti-discrimination in the domestic labour market. 
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3.7  Concluding Discussion

This part of the study sheds light upon the activities of women 
aged 15-34 in Greece (both those who participate and those who do 
not participate in the domestic labour market), while also offering 
information on the anti-discrimination institutional framework in 
the country, as well as on the policies deemed to enhance women’s 
employability and decrease discrimination against female employ-
ees. The above sections highlight, among other things, first, the 
high number of young women, and young men for that matter, 
up to the age of 25 who do not participate in the domestic labour 
market as they are in education full-time; second, that post the age 
of 25 women who are no longer in education and are not in the 
labour market are busy with family responsibilities and third, the 
high number of young women who work in private sector services 
that require a relatively low level of skills. 

Additionally, this chapter shows the significant progress made 
in terms of gender-based discrimination legislation in the labour 
market, as well as in policies, such as those targeted at the rec-
onciliation of the professional and family life of employees and 
the provision of childcare. Yet, it also includes evidence of the 
weaknesses, which are clear in both the foregoing framework 
and policies. Illustrative of these weaknesses are the ‘gaps’ in the 
anti-discrimination legislation that leave room to employers for 
the adoption of discriminatory behaviour against female employ-
ees, but also the relative underdevelopment of the aforementioned 
policies and inadequacies in their implementation. Hence, overall, 
there is still much to be done to eliminate discrimination against 
women in the Greek labour market and strengthen their employ-
ability (especially for young women). 

The increasing concern over the possibility of a further widen-
ing of gender inequalities and gender-based discrimination has also 
spurred a debate about the best ways to deal with this possibility. 
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This includes adopting policy measures that would help national 
authorities and the competent bodies to cope with multiple forms 
of discrimination and to encourage the participation of specific, 
highly vulnerable, groups of women in the labour market (e.g., 
women with disabilities or Roma and migrant women). Further-
more, it includes the immediate establishment of policies that 
would allow dealing with relatively extensive phenomena in both 
European and domestic labour markets; especially skills mismatch, 
which is attributed to the influence of various structural factors 
that are widely related nevertheless to gender. 

In response to the foregoing concern, very recently, in Greece, 
the members of the prominent ‘Pissarides Committee’, named after 
the head of the Committee, i.e., the Nobel recipient in economics 
Christopher Pissarides, discussed, inter alia, the discriminatory 
attitude of employers towards female employees, as a problem that 
is directly connected to the relative low participation of women in 
the domestic labour market and the lower positions occupied by 
women in professional hierarchies. They also acknowledged that 
this behaviour largely emanates from employers’ prejudice towards 
pregnancy/maternity. For this reason, members of the Committee 
have suggested, among other things, that the main cost of ma-
ternity leave should be funded via general taxation (and not by 
enterprises), and that male employees should be offered paternity 
leave, under the same conditions as female employees. Providing 
women, and especially young women, with equal labour market 
opportunities to those of men is crucial to strengthening gender 
equality; but also, to promoting social justice and the development 
of a more productive economy (Pissarides Committee 2020). 

The increasing concern over the possibility of a further widen-
ing of gender inequalities and gender-based discrimination could 
also function, however, as the starting point for pondering a se-
ries of issues that may be crucial to increases and improvements 
in terms of female employment (and the promotion of gender 
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equality in general). These include issues related, for instance, to 
welfare state characteristics, which have a large impact on female 
employment. An example may be found in the emergence of the 
key role of care services to enhance the opportunity for labour 
market access; and, consequently, the necessity of increasing the 
salaries of those employed in the care sector (as well as of all those 
employed in the, often low-paid, occupations, which are ‘tradi-
tionally’ ‘dominated’ by women, like education). Furthermore, 
combating gender-based discrimination requires well-designed 
policies; meaning that it presupposes the systematic collection and 
use of empirical data on the subjects discussed in the present study. 

Still, the most important goal should be removing all negative 
stereotypes for female employees (e.g., their lower commitment 
to professional life, compared to male employees, due to their 
increased family responsibilities). These stereotypes are directly 
linked to significant shortcomings of the Greek welfare state, such 
as the limited scope and rather mediocre quality of social care 
services. More importantly, however, they are deeply rooted in 
patriarchal perceptions and norms, which often appear to be almost 
unshakable, leading to the perpetuation of discrimination against 
women in the domestic labour market. Last, we should keep in 
mind that this remark holds true in terms of both the supply and 
demand sides of the labour market, if not mainly from the latter.
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Appendix.  The gender wage gap in the Greek labour 
market: a concise picture of recent data

Daphne Nicolitsas

Estimation of the gender wage gap and the factors behind it 
depend on the availability of detailed wage data together with 

demographic and productive features of employees and the charac-
teristics of the workplaces of these employees. Unfortunately, such 
a dataset is not readily available in the case of the Greek labour mar-
ket – a factor which has contributed to the dearth of research on the 
issue. Two potential sources of administrative data: the main social 
security fund (EFKA) and the Ministry of Labour information sys-
tem (Ergani) have individual-level wage and earnings information 
but do not contain substantial information on either the employees 
or the workplace. Furthermore, the Ergani database is not handed 
out for research purposes while getting the EFKA database is freight 
with difficulties. Another potential source is the Hellenic Statistical 
Authority’s (ELSTAT) Labour Force Survey (LFS) with individu-
al-level information on earnings and on a number of individual-level 
characteristics (e.g., education) but with little information about the 
workplace. The above three data sources contain information on a 
continuous basis. 

A source which contains information on both employee and 
employer characteristics is the Structure of Earnings Survey (SES). 
The SES is a standardized firm-level survey, conducted since 2002 
with a 4-year frequency, in many European countries. The last 
survey was conducted for 2018. 

In Greece, the survey is carried out by ELSTAT and covers 
plants belonging to firms with 10 or more employees. The sam-
pling frame used was the companies’ register maintained by EL-
STAT stratified by region, sector and firm size. The SES contains 
individual earnings data for a random sample of employees in 
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each plant in the survey, together with detailed human capital and 
demographic information per worker as well as information on 
employers’ features and job attributes. A big advantage of the SES 
is that it separates information on earnings from normal hours of 
work from earnings from overtime and it also contains information 
on both normal and overtime hours. As a result, the SES permits 
the calculation of a regular hourly pay rate which should be the 
basis on which comparisons between groups is made. As SES 
covers only firms with 10 or more employees, however, it is not 
representative of the overall Greek economy which is dominated 
by small firms; in most sectors of economic activity over 90 per 
cent of firms employ up to 9 employees. 

The picture in 2018 for the overall economy is significantly 
improved compared to that in 2010 whereas the picture in the 
private sector has not changed by much. In 2018, the SES data 
indicate that the unconditional gender wage gap in firms employ-
ing 10 employees or more stood at close to 10 percentage points; 
the median hourly wage rate of women working full-time in the 
private sector was at around 90 per cent of the median hourly wage 
rate of men working full-time in the private sector (Figure 3.8). 
If we look at the economy as whole, that is, if we also consider 
the public sector, the gap in 2018 stood at around 2 percentage 
points (Figure 3.8). Calculating the gap based on the median rath-
er than the mean leads to a lower gap as the mean is influenced 
by extreme values which are more likely to be earnings for men 
rather than women.

If we look at the wage gap conditioning only on age, we find 
that the gap is higher the older the individuals (Figure 3.9). This 
could be a cohort effect – women who are older in 2018 had also 
been paid with a lower wage than men when they were young – or 
it could be the case that older, but not younger, women are over 
time always being paid lower wages.



Young women in the Greek labour market 

163

Fi
gu

re
 3

A
.1

R
at

io
 o

f 
th

e 
ho

ur
ly

 w
ag

es
 o

f 
w

om
en

 o
ve

r 
th

e 
ho

ur
ly

 w
ag

es
 o

f 
m

en
, 2

01
0-

20
18

 

0.
86

0.
88

0.
90

0.
92

0.
94

0.
96

0.
98

1.
00

20
10

20
14

20
18

M
ea

n 
Pr

iv
at

e 
Se

ct
or

M
ed

ia
n 

Pr
iv

at
e 

Se
ct

or

M
ea

n 
A

ll 
Se

ct
or

s
M

ed
ia

n 
A

ll 
Se

ct
or

s

So
ur

ce
: E

LS
TA

T,
 S

tr
uc

tu
re

 o
f 

Ea
rn

in
gs

 S
ur

ve
y 

da
ta

 2
01

0,
 2

01
4 

an
d 

20
18

 a
nd

 o
w

n 
ca

lc
ul

at
io

ns



Documenting the Status of Young Men and Women 

164

Fi
gu

re
 3

A
.2

 

R
at

io
 o

f 
th

e 
m

ed
ia

n 
ho

ur
ly

 w
ag

es
 o

f 
w

om
en

 o
ve

r 
th

e 
m

ed
ia

n 
ho

ur
ly

 w
ag

es
 o

f 
m

en
 b

y 
5-

ye
ar

 a
ge

 g
ro

up
, 2

01
8

0.
6

0.
650.

7
0.

750.
8

0.
850.

9
0.

95
1

1.
05

15
-1

9
20

-2
4

25
-2

9
30

-3
4

35
-3

9
40

-4
4

45
-4

9
50

-5
4

55
-5

9
60

-6
4

So
ur

ce
: E

LS
TA

T,
 S

tr
uc

tu
re

 o
f 

Ea
rn

in
gs

 S
ur

ve
y 

da
ta

 2
01

8 
an

d 
ow

n 
ca

lc
ul

at
io

ns



Young women in the Greek labour market 

165

The information in Figure 3.9 can be summarized as in Table 
3.1 which shows coefficient estimates of OLS regressions of the 
individual-level data of the log of the hourly wage rate on just a 
gender dummy (column 1), or gender and time dummies (column 
2), or gender and time dummies and interactions of the gender and 
time dummies (column 3).

The first column of Table 3.1 shows what we have already 
seen from Figure 3.8; on average the gender wage gap is of the 
order of 10 per cent. Column 2 shows that wages in 2014 and 
2018 were by 15.9 per cent and 17.6 per cent lower than in 2010 
respectively and that the gender wage gap remains the same even 
after we take account of the different overall wage levels over time. 
Finally, column 3 confirms that the wage gap is not statistically 
significantly different in 2014 and 2018 compared to 2010 as can 
be seen by the fact that the coefficients of the interaction terms 
are not statistically significant. 

We turn next to the investigation of the wage gender gap after 
conditioning on demographic (age) and productive characteristics 
(education, tenure, occupation, managerial position) of the indi-
viduals involved, and features of the workplaces in which they 
are employed (size, part of a multinational company). The results 
are presented in Table 3.2.

The following results stand out from the table. First, the con-
ditional gender wage gap in 2010 and 2014 is of the order of 7 
per cent (see column 1 of Table 3.2). Second, in 2018 the gender 
wage gap is wider (see interaction term of wage with gender). 
Third, the age profile of wage rates is steeper for men than it is 
for women. Fourth, and notwithstanding the previous finding, an 
additional year of tenure is associated with a higher rate of return 
among women than among men. Fifth, the rates of return to ed-
ucation are higher for men than for women. Here, of course, this 
might reflect the segregation by subject of education rather than 
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a difference in the return to the same subjects but unfortunately 
such information is not available. 

Table 3A.1 

OLS regression of hourly wage rate (unconditional wage gap), 2010-18

(1) (2) (3)
VARIABLES Gender dummy only Add year dummies Add interactions of gender 

dummy with year dummies
Women -0.102*** -0.101*** -0.106***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.006)
2014 -0.159*** -0.163***

(0.004) (0.005)
2018 -0.176*** -0.177***

(0.004) (0.005)
Women # 2014 0.010

(0.009)
Women # 2018 0.003

(0.008)
Constant 2.087*** 2.193*** 2.195***

(0.002) (0.003) (0.004)

Observations 70,747 70,747 70,747
R-squared 0.012 0.041 0.041
Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, ~ p<0.10

Table 3A.2 

OLS regression of hourly wage rate (conditional wage gap), 2010 -18

Both genders Men Women

Variables (1) (2) (3)

Women -0.072*** (0.004)

Single-digit occupation (Legislators, senior officials and managers is the reference group)

Professionals -0.094*** (0.008) -0.103*** (0.010) -0.074*** (0.012)

Technicians -0.143*** (0.008) -0.154*** (0.011) -0.120*** (0.013)

Clerks -0.217*** (0.008) -0.246*** (0.010) -0.179*** (0.012)

Service workers -0.250*** (0.008) -0.245*** (0.011) -0.247*** (0.013)
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Both genders Men Women

Skilled agricultural workers -0.294*** (0.039) -0.292*** (0.045) -0.275*** (0.082)

Craft & related trades workers -0.193*** (0.009) -0.196*** (0.011) -0.257*** (0.017)

Plant & machine operators -0.212*** (0.009) -0.216*** (0.011) -0.296*** (0.017)

Elementary occupations -0.343*** (0.009) -0.356*** (0.011) -0.324*** (0.014)

Position at work (Non managerial position is the reference)

Manager 0.225*** (0.004) 0.218*** (0.006) 0.239*** (0.007)

Firm size (firm with 50-249 employees is the reference group)

10-49 employees -0.082*** (0.003) -0.091*** (0.004) -0.069*** (0.005)

250-499 employees 0.032*** (0.004) 0.038*** (0.005) 0.022*** (0.006)

500-999 0.048*** (0.004) 0.053*** (0.006) 0.041*** (0.006)

1000+ 0.061*** (0.004) 0.073*** (0.006) 0.047*** (0.006)

Age group (age group 15-19 is the reference group)

20-24 years old -0.003 (0.028) 0.017 (0.039) -0.032 (0.039)

25-29 years old 0.063* (0.027) 0.069~ (0.038) 0.048 (0.038)

30-34 years old 0.165*** (0.027) 0.177*** (0.038) 0.141*** (0.038)

35-39 years old 0.247*** (0.027) 0.263*** (0.038) 0.216*** (0.038)

40-44 years old 0.288*** (0.027) 0.307*** (0.038) 0.251*** (0.038)

45-49 years old 0.317*** (0.027) 0.347*** (0.038) 0.266*** (0.038)

50-54 years old 0.331*** (0.028) 0.357*** (0.039) 0.284*** (0.038)

55-59 years old 0.324*** (0.028) 0.343*** (0.039) 0.293*** (0.039)

60-64 years old 0.325*** (0.029) 0.345*** (0.040) 0.297*** (0.041)

65+ years old 0.366*** (0.036) 0.386*** (0.047) 0.338*** (0.055)

Education level (Primary school is the reference group)

High school 0.022*** (0.006) 0.027*** (0.007) 0.001 (0.010)

Upper high school 0.044*** (0.005) 0.047*** (0.006) 0.023* (0.009)

Post-secondary 0.102*** (0.007) 0.107*** (0.008) 0.073*** (0.011)

Colleges 0.124*** (0.007) 0.133*** (0.009) 0.092*** (0.011)

Bachelor/Master’s 0.292*** (0.007) 0.309*** (0.009) 0.254*** (0.011)

PhD 0.463*** (0.027) 0.478*** (0.034) 0.431*** (0.042)

Tenure (in years) 0.015*** (0.000) 0.014*** (0.000) 0.017*** (0.000)

Multinational 0.065*** (0.003) 0.060*** (0.004) 0.072*** (0.004)

Time dummies (2010 is the reference year)

2014 -0.172*** (0.004) -0.171*** (0.004) -0.177*** (0.004)

2018 -0.193*** (0.004) -0.195*** (0.004) -0.210*** (0.005)

Time/gender interaction

Gender*2014 -0.003 (0.006)

Gender*2018 -0.018** (0.006)

Constant 2.357*** (0.006) 2.324*** (0.070) 2.495*** (0.150)
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Both genders Men Women

Observations 70,747 42,316 28,431

R-squared 0.564 0.555 0.578

Standard errors in parentheses

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, ~ p<0.10

In summary, a gender wage gap in Greece exists. The uncon-
ditional figure is around 10 per cent. The gap is lower for younger 
individuals than for older individuals. The conditional wage gap 
is of the order of 7 per cent. Women appear to have lower returns 
to education and to age but have a slightly higher return to an 
additional year of tenure.
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4

THE IMPACT OF THE PANDEMIC  
ON THE GREEK LABOUR MARKET

Daphne Nicolitsas and Kyriakos Filinis

■

4.1  Introduction

Global economic developments in 2020 and 2021 have been 
shaped by the spread of the Covid-19 virus as the pandemic 

itself, but also measures taken to contain it, have led to a sharp cur-
tailment of economic activity. In 2020, European Union (EU) GDP 
contracted by 6 per cent on average. Economies highly dependent 
on tourism - such as Spain (-10.8 per cent), Croatia (-8.0 per cent), 
Greece (-8.2 per cent), Malta (-7.8 per cent) and Portugal (-7.6 
per cent) - have been severely hit but even economies with a more 
balanced composition of output (Italy -8.9 per cent, France -7.9 per 
cent) experienced a deep recession. In the first half of 2021, EU 
output rebounded by 6.3 per cent y-o-y and stands at 97.6 per cent 
of output in the first half of 2019. 

Notwithstanding that the pandemic is not over, hence it is not 
clear how the final months of 2021 will turn out, it looks as if 
output in 2021 could approach 2019 output. Such a development 
would imply that a year of economic development has been lost. 
The loss in output would have to be measured against what would 
have taken place had the pandemic not occurred. Thus, taking the 
example of the EU, the 2020 growth rate of EU GDP was expected 
(in late 201918) to be 1.4 per cent which should be considered when 

18  European Commission 2019 Autumn forecasts.
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calculating the opportunity cost of the pandemic. EU 2020 GDP 
thus turned out to be 7.2 per cent lower than what it otherwise 
would have been. 

Most economies have adopted measures to protect jobs amidst 
this recession (Mayhew and Anand 2020). As a result, the EU 
unemployment rate increased only marginally; from 6.6 per cent 
in the last quarter of 2019 to 7.2 per cent in the last quarter of 
2020 and 7.8 per cent in the first quarter of 2021. While it is not 
clear how long the measures to protect jobs will be in place, these 
measures have meant that human capital erosion for employees 
already in employment was to some extent prevented. For individ-
uals now entering the labour market, finding a job has inevitably 
been more difficult.

Greek GDP declined by 8.2 per cent in 2020. In the first se-
mester of 2021 Greek GDP increased by 7.2 per cent on a y-o-y 
basis and stood at 97.7 per cent of its level in the first half of 
2020. In the last quarter of 2020, the unemployment rate stood at 
16.2 per cent from 16.8 per cent in the last quarter of 2019. In the 
second quarter of 2021 – the latest available quarterly data – the 
unemployment rate stood at 15.8 per cent from 16.7 per cent a 
year earlier and from 16.9 per cent two years earlier.

The pandemic has not destroyed capital stock and to a certain ex-
tent, as evidenced from the very mild deterioration in unemployment 
rates, work skills have been preserved. Nevertheless, the pandemic 
has had an impact on human capital as education was severely dis-
rupted. The pandemic has also prompted changes in the structure 
of the economy that are likely to prove long lasting. The so-called 
remote economy (Murray, 2020) is likely to become widespread 
with consequences for real estate, transportation systems, etc.; busi-
nesses will likely turn to using more automated systems while some 
sectors are not expected to recover as swiftly (e.g., airline travel). 

In this chapter we document briefly the changes in employment 
and unemployment that took place in the Greek labour market 
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between 2019 and 2021. The picture that emerges is one of, so 
far, limited impact of the deterioration in output on the number 
of those already employed, a significant decrease in the hours of 
work, a prolongation of the unemployment spell of those entering 
the labour market for the first time and those already unemployed. 
Some young individuals appear to have extended their time in 
education rather than entering the labour market at a time when 
labour demand was low. 

The chapter is organized as follows: the next section outlines 
the measures adopted to mitigate the impact of the pandemic on 
the labour market, Section 3 presents developments regarding 
numbers employed and hours of work by gender, age group and 
economic activity. Section 4 focuses on the incidence and duration 
of unemployment. Section 5 summarizes and concludes.

4.2  �Employment support measures to mitigate the impact 
of the pandemic

In March 2020 and as the pandemic was gaining pace, the Greek 
government took both direct measures to protect the jobs and 
the well-being of those employed and to encourage the creation 
of new jobs as well as indirect measures to alleviate the impact 
of the slowdown in product demand that businesses were faced 
with. The main direct and indirect measures are presented below.

4.2.1  Direct measures

Job retention schemes

During the pandemic two job retention schemes were implement-
ed: first, the temporary suspension of employment contracts and 
second, the “SYN-ERGASIA” employment support mechanism.
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Suspension of employment contracts 

Private sector employers, whose businesses were in lockdown 
following a state decision, or employers who were severely hit by 
the Covid-19 crisis could suspend the employment contracts of 
all or some of their employees for as long as the lockdown or the 
effects of the pandemic lasted. Employers who made use of this 
measure were prohibited from dismissing employees during the 
suspension period, and after that and for an equal period of time 
they were obliged to keep the number of employees stable and 
under the same employment terms. In most instances, employees 
whose employment contracts were suspended were entitled to a 
special purpose compensation of 534.00€/month. In nominal terms 
this is around 33 per cent of the 2018 monthly average gross pay 
and 82.2 per cent of the minimum wage although in real terms 
it is higher as the employee social security contributions were 
covered by the state and the special purpose compensation was 
tax-free. The sectors of economic activity deemed to be affected 
by the pandemic were identified by the Ministry of Finance and 
were updated periodically as the pandemic progressed. From May 
2021, the number of employers who can make use of this measure 
has been reduced substantially, while strict eligibility criteria were 
introduced such as for example, the extent of turnover reduction. 
Until March 2021, 124,400 private sector employers had suspend-
ed the employment contracts of 547,000 employees. 

“SYN-ERGASIA” employment support mechanism

SYN-ERGASIA is a short-time work scheme under which employ-
ers in all sectors can reduce their full-time employees’ working hours 
up to 50 per cent, paying them the corresponding salary. The state 
covers 60 per cent of the net salary loss and the corresponding social 
security contributions. The mechanism was launched in June 2020.
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For employers to use the mechanism, they should meet a cri-
terion of turnover reduction (e.g., a reduction in turnover of the 
order of 20 per cent compared to a reference time period) and 
employers are prohibited from dismissing employees covered by 
the mechanism. Until February 2021, 1,600 employers had made 
use of the mechanism and 17,000 employees were included in this. 

Job creation schemes

Employment subsidy programme 

The programme was launched in October 2020, and it is still in 
force. Under the programme, the state covers the employer and 
employee social security contributions of newly hired employees 
(either full-time or part-time) for a six-month period. Eligible 
employees should not have an employment contract in force for 
at least one month prior to the subsidized recruitment. It is not 
necessary to be registered as unemployed at the Greek Manpower 
Organisation (OAED). In the case of recruitment of long-term un-
employed, an additional subsidy of 200.00€ per month is granted.

During the programme, employers should maintain, on aver-
age, the same number of employees. After the end of the program, 
employers will bear the cost of social security contributions if they 
retain the subsidized employee. So far, 30,000 jobs have been 
subsidized, of which 4,300 are covered by previously long-term 
unemployed individuals. 

Measures to protect employees’ well-being at the workplace 

Employees who are not fully vaccinated or have not fallen ill with 
the Covid-19 virus must conduct a rapid test or a PCR test on a 
weekly basis at their own cost. In some sectors, such as the food 
and beverage service activities and the tourism sector, employees 
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must conduct two tests per week. Furthermore, in some sectors, 
such as health or elderly protection services, employees, who have 
not fallen ill with the virus must be fully vaccinated. Otherwise, 
they cannot provide their work. 

To reduce the chance of the virus spreading in the workplace, 
employers were obliged to use teleworking at a rate, which in 
March 2021 covered 60 per cent of the total number of employ-
ees. In addition, employees who belong to vulnerable groups are 
eligible for special purpose leave if the exercise of their duties 
presupposes contact with the public or if they cannot work re-
motely.

Measures to address work-life balance during Covid-19

During the pandemic, other measures were introduced to facili-
tate the work-life balance due to Covid-19. More specifically the 
following measures were introduced:

●● The special purpose leave for employees with Covid-19 
infected children (2/3 paid by the employer and 1/3 paid 
by the state).

●● The special purpose leave for parents with children at-
tending schools whose operation had been suspended (for 
every 4 days of special purpose leave, the first two days 
are paid by the employer, the third one is subsidized by 
the state and the fourth day is deducted from the annual 
leave of employee).

●● A working time arrangement in the case of quarantined 
employee. Employees who are set in quarantine may work 
remotely. Where this is not possible, employees may be 
asked, once they return in the workplace, to work for an 
extra hour per day to cover up to a maximum of 50 per 
cent of the working hours lost.
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4.2.2  Indirect measures

During the pandemic, the government also implemented additional 
measures which indirectly contributed to employment protection 
or/and required commitments by employers to keep the number of 
their employees stable. Such measures included repayable advance 
payments to enterprises, mandatory rent reductions in business 
properties in the sectors hit by the pandemic, and the suspension 
of tax and social security obligations for businesses hit by the 
pandemic.

4.3  Employment and hours of work, 2019-2021

The fact that individuals employed were protected against dis-
missals despite the severe economic recession is apparent until the 
end of the first quarter of 2021 (Betcherman et al. 2021). Output 
declined by 8.2 per cent on y-o-y basis in 2020, while employment 
declined by only 1.2 per cent. By the end of the second quarter 
of 2021, however, while output is around 1.8 per cent lower than 
the corresponding quarter of 2019, employment is around 3.7 per 
cent lower, suggesting thus that by that point the decline in em-
ployment had matched, and even exceeded, the decline in output. 
This last development reflects a very bad first quarter in terms of 
employment (-5.8 per cent). In the second quarter employment 
increased compared to a year earlier (0.6 per cent) (Figure 4.1). 

Data on the hours of work show that in the second quarter of 
2020 total hours decreased by around 30 per cent (Figure 4.2) 
suggesting that output per hour of work increased. By the second 
quarter of 2021 hours of work are 1.8 per cent lower than hours 
of work in the corresponding quarter of 2019, suggesting a return 
to normal working hours.
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Hours of work declined both because some individuals, despite 
being counted as employed, did not work at all and because several 
individuals worked for fewer hours. Several individuals also lost 
their jobs which explains why the total hours worked (blue line) 
decreased more than the hours per person employed (red line) at 
the end of 2020 and the beginning of 2021. 

The distribution of the population by type of activity during 
the period 2018-2020 is presented in Table 4.1 The increase in the 
percentage of individuals who are not working because they are 
temporarily out of work is clear – while in the second quarter this 
percentage in 2018 and 2019 is less than 1 per cent, it approaches 
9.5 per cent in 2020. In the last quarter of 2020, the percentage of 
individuals temporarily out work is again high, compared to the 
same time in previous years. The increase in the percentage of 
individuals out of work has resulted in a reduction in the self-em-
ployed (2.8 percentage points between the second quarter of 2020 
and the second quarter of 2019), a reduction in employees with 
a permanent contract (around 4.7 percentage points between the 
second quarter of 2020 and the second quarter of 2019) and a de-
cline in employees on a fixed-term contract (around 1.8 percentage 
points between the second quarter of 2020 and the second quarter 
of 2019). The other change which is noticeable from Table 4.1 is 
an increase in the share of individuals who are not active. Finally, 
there is also a slight increase in the percentage of individuals in 
formal education – a trend observed internationally (see, inter alia, 
FT 2020) – which is more evident for younger individuals (e.g., 
in their mid to late 20s).

As a result of the policies introduced by the government to 
safeguard jobs and individuals’ income, we find that the share of 
dependent employees who report subsidies as the primary source 
of income has increased from 0.3 per cent in the second quarter 
of 2019 to 3.3 per cent in the second quarter of 2020.  
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Table 4.1 

Percentage of individuals in each of the following activity status

A. Both genders – all age groups 

Unem- 
ployed

In formal  
education

Not 
active

Tempora- 
rily absent 
from work

Self-
employed

Permanent 
employment

Fixed term
employment

Family 
worker

2018A 10.96 8.79 39.47 1.45 11.73 23.75 2.40 1.45
2018B 9.93 8.86 38.89 0.99 12.35 24.06 3.43 1.49
2018C 9.56 8.46 39.25 2.79 12.15 22.82 3.49 1.47
2018D 9.68 8.78 39.42 1.45 12.01 24.41 2.89 1.36
2019A 9.97 8.89 39.20 1.39 11.76 24.75 2.80 1.23
2019B 8.86 8.95 38.63 0.89 12.28 25.15 3.88 1.35
2019C 8.55 8.54 39.18 3.02 11.81 23.52 4.08 1.29
2019D 8.68 8.91 39.37 1.19 11.88 25.16 3.57 1.25
2020A 8.22 9.09 40.16 3.92 10.91 23.87 2.70 1.12
2020B 8.48 9.17 39.93 9.47 9.48 20.46 2.04 0.98
2020C 8.35 8.67 39.65 3.71 11.76 23.78 2.83 1.25
2020D 8.28 9.10 39.79 4.99 10.91 23.51 2.47 0.95

B. Men only – all age groups 

2018A 10.32 8.90 31.22 1.22 16.91 27.93 2.34 1.16
2018B 9.17 8.96 30.86 0.66 17.45 28.42 3.29 1.20
2018C 8.64 8.52 31.09 2.45 17.29 27.39 3.47 1.16
2018D 8.84 8.79 31.12 1.31 17.14 28.86 2.90 1.03
2019A 9.19 9.02 31.18 1.25 16.83 28.81 2.80 0.91
2019B 8.28 9.04 30.51 0.69 17.37 29.28 3.80 1.02
2019C 7.88 8.75 30.85 2.77 16.92 27.80 4.09 0.95
2019D 8.29 9.00 31.03 1.03 16.88 29.22 3.58 0.97
2020A 8.09 9.25 31.85 3.93 15.61 27.73 2.71 0.84
2020B 8.33 9.35 31.67 9.80 13.54 24.40 2.15 0.77
2020C 7.80 8.97 31.30 3.23 16.68 28.10 2.92 0.99
2020D 7.82 9.39 31.64 4.94 15.75 27.39 2.35 0.72

C. Women only – all age groups 

2018A 11.56 8.70 47.16 1.66 6.91 19.85 2.45 1.72
2018B 10.65 8.76 46.37 1.30 7.61 20.00 3.55 1.76
2018C 10.43 8.41 46.84 3.11 7.36 18.57 3.50 1.77
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2018D 10.46 8.76 47.16 1.57 7.23 20.26 2.89 1.67
2019A 10.70 8.76 46.68 1.52 7.03 20.97 2.81 1.53
2019B 9.40 8.87 46.20 1.06 7.53 21.31 3.96 1.66
2019C 9.18 8.35 46.93 3.25 7.06 19.54 4.08 1.61
2019D 9.03 8.83 47.14 1.33 7.22 21.37 3.55 1.52
2020A 8.35 8.95 47.90 3.90 6.54 20.28 2.68 1.39
2020B 8.62 9.00 47.61 9.16 5.70 16.80 1.94 1.17
2020C 8.86 8.38 47.43 4.16 7.18 19.76 2.75 1.49
2020D 8.71 8.84 47.37 5.04 6.41 19.89 2.57 1.16

The slowdown in demand was not felt to the same extent in all 
sectors and as a result the percentage of individuals being away 
from work on a temporary basis varied hugely from a low of 5.4 
per cent in the primary sector to a high of 71 per cent in the enter-
tainment sector. Table 4.2 also shows the percentage of men and 
women in each sector who were temporarily out of work. So, for 
example, in the Mining and Quarrying sector 10.7 per cent of men 
were temporarily away from work, while 25.2 per cent of women 
were temporarily away from work. The average of 11.5 per cent 
of employees in the sector arises from the fact that the sector is 
male dominated (95 per cent of employees are men). Mining and 
Quarrying is not the only sector in which the percentage of women 
employees temporarily out of work is higher than the percentage of 
male employees. This can be explained through first, the different 
occupations in which men and women are employed and second, 
the likelihood that it is more necessary for women to stay at home 
with children who were not at school (Furman et al. 2021). 
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Table 4.2 

Percentage of employees absent from work in 2020-Q2 by sector  
of economic activity

Total Men Women
Agriculture, forestry & fishing 5.40 4.21 7.32
Mining & Quarrying 11.53 10.72 25.16
Manufacturing 16.18 15.76 17.26
Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 8.23 10.88 1.57
Water supply; sewerage, waste management and remediation 
activities

5.85 3.94 12.37

Construction 26.22 27.36 8.40
Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 22.92 20.53 26.05
Transportation and storage 13.78 11.87 21.78
Accommodation and food service activities 61.33 60.27 62.65
Information and communication 9.53 7.21 12.64
Financial and insurance activities 11.29 6.61 16.40
Real estate activities 25.20 19.74 35.88
Professional, scientific and technical activities 20.65 17.83 23.69
Admin 23.75 23.43 24.08
Public administration and defence; compulsory social security 7.86 6.14 10.78
Education 37.03 32.94 39.24
Human health and social work activities 13.36 7.06 16.56
Arts, entertainment 71.07 65.90 75.95
Other service activities 33.65 29.46 36.78
Activities of households as employers 19.49 9.19 20.25
Activities of extraterritorial organizations and bodies 8.26 0.00 12.50

When we look at the use of temporary absence from work 
according to firm size we find (Figure 4.3) that this is more likely 
to be the case in smaller than larger firms. As this could reflect 
differences in the size distribution by sector of economic activity, 
we focus on two sectors badly hit by the pandemic – the trade/
distribution sector and the accommodation and food services ac-
tivities sector. The data (Table 4.3) suggest that while in the trade/
distribution sector smaller firms use time off more often than larg-
er firms, this is not as obvious in the accommodation and food 
services sector. 
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Figure 4.3 

Percentage of employees temporarily away from work by firm size,  
2020-Q2

 0.00% 5.00% 10.00% 15.00% 20.00% 25.00% 30.00%

<=10 employees

11-19 employees

20-49 employees

50+ employees

Unknown but 
over 10 employees

Source: ELSTAT, Labour Force Survey Q2-2020

Table 4.3 

Percentage of employees temporarily away from work by firm size in two 
sectors, 2020-Q2

Firm-size Wholesale & Retail trade Accommodation & Food 
service activities

=10 employees 27.41 56.00

11-19 employees 15.98 60.52

20-49 employees 16.87 50.35

50+ employees 17.39 53.94

Unknown but over 10 employees 17.22 67.28

Source: ELSTAT, Labour Force Survey Q2-2020.

An additional dimension along which we look for differences 
regarding the temporary absence from work is age. If we compute 
the difference between the percentage of employed individuals who 
were on temporary work in the second quarter of 2020 and the same 
percentage in the second quarter of 2019, it turns out (Figure 4.4) 



The impact of the pandemic on the Greek labour market 

183

Fi
gu

re
 4

.4
 

D
iff

er
en

ce
 (i

n 
pe

rc
en

ta
ge

 p
oi

nt
s)

 b
et

w
ee

n 
th

e 
se

co
nd

 q
ua

rt
er

 o
f 

20
20

 a
nd

 t
he

 s
ec

on
d 

qu
ar

te
r 

of
 2

01
9 

in
 t

he
 s

ha
re

 o
f 

in
di

vi
du

al
s 

on
 t

em
po

ra
ry

 w
or

k,
 b

y 
ag

e 
gr

ou
p 

an
d 

ge
nd

er

 

024681012141618

19
 o

r 
yo

un
ge

r
24

 o
r 

yo
un

ge
r

29
 o

r 
yo

un
ge

r
34

 o
r 

yo
un

ge
r

39
 o

r  
 

yo
un

ge
r

44
 o

r 
yo

un
ge

r
49

 o
r 

yo
un

ge
r

54
 o

r 
yo

un
ge

r
59

 o
r 

yo
un

ge
r

64
 o

r 
yo

un
ge

r

A
ll

M
en

W
om

en

So
ur

ce
: E

LS
TA

T,
 L

ab
ou

r 
Fo

rc
e 

Su
rv

ey
, 2

01
9-

Q
2 

&
 2

02
0-

Q
2



Documenting the Status of Young Men and Women 

184

that it is mostly middle-aged individuals who have been affected 
by the temporary absence from work. We find no significant dif-
ferences by gender.

4.4  Unemployment rates 

The pandemic has not led to an increase in the unemployment 
rate in Greece. The unemployment rate in Greece was declining 
before the pandemic, from a record level, since 2014. The decline 
slowed down substantially in 2020 and was halted in early 2021 
(Figure 4.5). 

The fact that the unemployment rate has not shown signs of 
increasing despite the decline in output is due on the one hand, to 
the fact that the loss of jobs has been prevented through govern-
ment subsidies and on the other hand, to the fact that a significant 
part of the population that would otherwise be looking for a job 
decided to abstain from job search as they feared no jobs would 
be available – discouraged worker effect.

4.5  Summary and conclusions

The short-term registered impact from the pandemic on the Greek 
economy has so far been rather benign; 2021 output is likely to 
be close to the 2019 level, while the unemployment rate has not 
increased compared to its 2019 level. Nevertheless, the pandem-
ic has put pressure on the number of individuals active in the 
labour market. The main challenge going forward is to bring the 
individuals that left (or did not enter) the labour market, into the 
labour market. 
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5

HIGHER EDUCATION, RESEARCH  
AND THE LABOUR MARKET

Charalampos Chrysomallidis

■

The scientific and research capabilities and potential of a coun-
try depend to a large extent on its educational level, which, 

along with the necessary infrastructure, is a prerequisite for any 
research activity. The OECD views highly qualified individuals as 
“knowledge repositories” and “carriers of knowledge flow” (Botev 
et al. 2019). Human capital is developed through education, which 
cultivates appropriate general and more specific skills, considered 
the most important inputs for (future) research activity. Human re-
sources are one of the ten main pillars that determine EU member 
states’ performance on the European Innovation Scoreboard. More 
specifically, the relevant indicators are: the number of new doctor-
al graduates, the share of population with tertiary education, and 
participation in life-long learning (European Commission 2020).

Several theoretical and analytical schemes have been devel-
oped with these pillars in mind, such as the “triple helix” theory 
and the knowledge triangle approach that focus on the interaction 
between research, education and innovation (Dasgupta and David 
1994; Florida and Cohen 1999; Etzkowitz et al. 2000; Phan and 
Siegel 2006; Gulbrandsen and Slipersaeter 2007; Rothaermel et 
al. 2007; O’Shea et al. 2008). With a theoretical framework of 
this sort in mind, this chapter analyses the participation of the 
population in higher education19 in Greece, with an emphasis on 

19 According to the ISCED codification: Undergraduate studies – ISCED 6, 
postgraduate studies – ISCED7, doctoral studies – ISCED 8
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young people aged 20–29 years old (or up to 34 years old in the 
case of postgraduate and, mainly, doctoral studies), both in terms 
of input (attainment and enrolment in higher education) and output 
(graduation from higher education). More specifically, the first 
section of the chapter refers to the participation of the general 
population and young people in higher education, presenting data 
on tertiary education graduates and students. The second section 
refers to the labour status of tertiary education graduates, while 
the third presents qualitative data on the participation of human 
capital in the national research system with an emphasis on young 
people. The fourth section examines linkages between the produc-
tive structure in Greece and the national research, technological 
development and innovation (RTDI) system. The fifth section fo-
cuses on the participation of women, both in higher education and 
the RTDI system, while a final section summarizes the findings 
and concludes. The data presented refer to the period both before 
and after the onset of the economic crisis in Greece, as well as to 
cross-country comparisons, examining Greece’s position in the 
EU-27. An appendix provides an overview of Greece’s educa-
tional system.

5.1 Participation of the population in higher education

5.1.1 Population by educational attainment level

Despite the economic crisis of the 2010s, the proportion of the 
population with at least one tertiary education degree has risen 
steadily in Greece, from roughly 18 per cent in 2005 to 28 per 
cent in 2019 (Figure 5.1). This indicates that the tertiary education 
system is growing in Greece in terms of education output, as it has 
gradually become more inclusive, contributing to the development 
of human resources and the workforce.
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However, when compared to other EU member states, Greece 
ranks 17th, scoring lower than the EU average (Figure 5.2). Lux-
embourg, Ireland and Cyprus have the highest shares, while coun-
tries like Germany and Italy also record lower rates than the EU 
average, most likely due to the greater importance placed on tech-
nological and vocational education in these countries.

5.1.2  Participation of young people in higher education

Highlighting the participation of young people in higher educa-
tion, Figure 5.3 presents data on the percentage of the population 
aged 20-24 and 25-29 who completed tertiary education studies 
(undergraduate studies—ISCED 6, postgraduate studies—ISCED7 
or doctoral studies—ISCED 8) in Greece between 2005 and 2019. 
The participation rate remains relatively stable (at around 10 per 
cent) for young people aged 20-24, while the share for people 
aged 25-29 has almost doubled, from 24 per cent in 2005 to 42 
per cent in 2019.

A cross-country comparison reveals that Greece is almost in 
the middle of the ranking (14th in the EU27) and near the EU27 
average, in terms of the share of the population aged 25-29 with 
tertiary education degree. However, it is in a much lower position 
(21st) in terms of the 20–24 age group (Figure 5.4), indicating that 
young people in Greece tend to graduate from tertiary education 
at a relatively older age.
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5.1.3  Tertiary education graduates in Greece

Beyond the presentation of data on general higher educational 
attainment levels as a share of the population, it is also important 
to delve deeper into the different levels of higher education pur-
sued by young Greeks. Figure 5.5 presents data on new bachelor 
holders between 2013 and 2018. Their numbers seem to fluctuate 
between 36 and 42 individuals per 1000 in the 20-29 age group 
and have been in decline since 2016. 

Figure 5.5 

Tertiary education graduates (ISCED6) in Greece  
per 1000 of the population, aged 20-29 

 

0.0
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Source: Eurostat, Education Statistics.

Figure 5.6 presents data on graduates in Greece at the postgrad-
uate level (Master’s degree and Ph.D.) per thousand inhabitants 
aged 20–29. Interestingly, the share of new Master’s degree hold-
ers almost doubled in Greece between 2013 and 2018, implying 
increased interest in postgraduate studies. 

The reasons for this trend may relate to the negative impact 
of the economic crisis on Greek households’ ability to financially 
support their offspring’s studies abroad, as well as to the perception 
that obtaining a postgraduate degree facilitates access to the labour
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Figure 5.6 

Tertiary education graduates (ISCED7, ISCED8) in Greece,  
per 1000 of the population, aged 20–29
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Source: Eurostat, Education Statistics.

market. This perception has probably been strengthened by young 
people’s inability to find jobs during the crisis. Given low labour 
demand, young Greeks went back to university to upgrade their 
qualifications and skills’ profile to compete more successfully in 
a tight labour market.

Compared to other EU member states, Greece ranks 9th in terms 
of ISCED 6 graduates, which is above the EU27 average, but ranks 
only 26th when it comes to graduates of Master’s programmes 
(Figure 5.7). This significant difference may relate to the fact that 
postgraduate studies are a rather recent addition to the activities 
of Greek higher education institutes (HEIs), as most Master’s pro-
grammes were established in the 2000s. Moreover, one should also 
take into consideration the very high number of Greek ISCED7 
students who complete their postgraduate studies abroad. These 
graduates do not appear in these statistics.
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A similar picture emerges when it comes to new Ph.D. holders, 
where Greece ranks 23rd (Figure 5.8).

Going beyond the analysis of higher education levels, the liter-
ature on specialized human capital also emphasizes the education 
of (young) scientists; sectors like science, technology, engineer-
ing and mathematics (so-called STEM) are considered to relate 
closely to innovative activities, enabling them and fostering their 
integration into production (OECD 2016, Durazzi 2019, Freeman 
et al. 2019). These parameters are also viewed as a proxy for an 
economy’s capacity and potential for innovation, as these fields 
of scientific and academic specialization tend to contribute the 
most to technology-intensive innovation, in terms of both products 
processes. The rationale underpinning this approach is closely and 
directly related to the pressures states face from global competi-
tion at a time when future economic growth and social progress 
are coming to rely increasingly on innovation (Kärkkäinen and 
Vincent-Lancrin 2013). In addition to technical know-what and 
know-how, core skills for innovation include critical thinking, 
creativity, problem-solving, collaboration and communication 
(OECD 2010, Toner 2011). The challenge for education is to de-
velop these different skills simultaneously (Avvisati et al. 2013), 
while highlighting the significance of these educational and sci-
entific spheres for innovation and production.

It is therefore useful to examine the educational data, particular-
ly with reference to STEM. Figure 5.9 presents comparative data 
on tertiary education graduates in the fields of Science, Mathe-
matics, Computing, Engineering, Manufacturing and Construction 
in EU member states; the Eurostat taxonomy is used. Due to the 
growing numbers of new B.Sc. holders, Greece ranks sixth in terms 
of graduates in these specific sectors per 1000 individuals of the 
population aged 20–29 (12.4 individuals, compared to an EU27 
average of 9.4). However, Greece ranks only 20th in terms of new 
Master’s degrees holders in these scientific areas, a score which 
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most likely that relates to the factors laid out above. It should 
be noted that the fact that many young Greeks obtain their post-
graduate degrees abroad does not necessarily affect the Greek 
productive system and its innovative capacity, given that many 
Greek scientists return to Greece to work after graduation, and 
do not stay abroad. 

There is a balance that needs to be assessed in this respect 
relating to the gains an economy may enjoy as a result of brain 
circulation versus the potential losses as a result of brain drain 
(Labrianidis and Pratsinakis 2014, Triandafyllidou and Marou-
fof 2017, Labrianidis 2017). In the Greek case, there has been a 
definite trend towards the latter scenario because of the economic 
crisis of the 2010s, while the impact of the Covid-19 crisis and its 
potential effect on the repatriation of scientists remains to be seen 
in the near future. In terms of new Ph.D. holders, Greece ranks 
20th among the EU27 member states. This rather low ranking for 
Greece may relate not only to the rather large proportion of post-
graduate students (ISCED7 and 8) who live and study abroad, but 
also to the productive structure in Greece, which is still directed 
towards more traditional productive sectors (Vaitsos and Missos 
2018, ΙΝΕ GSEE 2015) and does not rely on technology-intensive 
goods and services (of middle-to-high and high technology). Such 
an explanation seems to be corroborated by the fact that Greek 
Ph.D. holders are mostly employed in the higher education sec-
tor—as teaching personnel or research fellows—and less in the 
business sector (private or public). 
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5.1.4 Students in the Greek higher education system

When enrolled students –rather than graduates– are examined, the 
available data show that a substantially higher share of the 20-
24 age group (around 44 per cent) are enrolled in undergraduate 
studies (ISCED6) in Greece (Figure 5.10). The share of enrolled 
students in this age bracket has increased substantially in recent 
years, a tendency that reflects broader structural trends towards 
increased levels of educational attainment. 

Figure 5.10 

Undergraduate students (ISCED6) as a percentage of the 20–24 age group 
in Greece, 2013–2018 

   

0%
5%

10%
15%
20%
25%
30%
35%
40%
45%
50%

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Undergraduate students (ISCED6), 20-24 years

Source: Eurostat, Education Statistics.

Available data on enrolled postgraduate students aged 20–24, 
and on Ph.D. candidates aged 30–34 range around 2% and 1% of 
the total population in these age groups, respectively (Figure 5.11). 
Although the share of ISCED 8 students is low, this phenomenon 
is also encountered in other countries for this specific academic 
population.
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Figure 5.11 

Students in postgraduate and doctoral studies (ISCED7, ISCED8) as a 
percentage of the 20–24 and 30–34 age groups in Greece, 2013–2018 
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Source: Eurostat, Education Statistics.

The growing numbers of young Greeks in tertiary education, 
at least at the undergraduate level, is shown in Figure 5.12, as 
Greece has the largest proportion of enrolled undergraduate stu-
dents in the 20–24 age group in the EU (44 per cent), which is 
double the EU average. This is an interesting finding, especially 
when compared to the data on graduates presented in Figure 5.7, 
where Greece ranks 9th. This implies that there is a gap between 
the population that is enrolled in tertiary education and those that 
manage to obtain an undergraduate degree. This interpretation is 
supported by the high number of students who seem to remain in 
tertiary education for many years,20 most of whom are unlikely 

20  For many decades, there was no upper limit to the number of years an 
individual could study for an undergraduate degree in Greece. The result 
of this is that the number of students who enrol to study on 8- semesters 
programmes and obtain their degree after 4 years is half the total number of 
students enrolled in HEIs for undergraduate studies. Indicatively, according 
to data from the Hellenic Statistical Authority, the total number of students 
enrolled for the 2018-19 academic year was 489,959; of these, 252,718 had 
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to complete their studies. On the other hand, it also reflects the 
tendency recorded in recent years for more young people to enrol 
in higher education (Figure 5.10). 

When students enrolled in doctoral-level studies in the EU are 
examined, the corresponding shares of the 30-34 age group are 
rather low, ranging from 0% to 1.5% (Figure 5.13). 

However, Greece is still 4th in this ranking, a fact which implies 
that –in comparative terms– a significant proportion of scientists in 
Greece elect to continue their studies at the highest level but do so 
at an older age. On the other hand, this trend, which is combined 
with an increase in the absolute numbers of new Ph.D. holders and 
Ph.D. candidates since 2017, may relate to public policy measures 
introduced by the Greek state, and more particularly to increased 
funding for doctoral studies and ISCED8 students.

5.2  Labour status of tertiary education graduates

This section presents the labour status of tertiary education gradu-
ates, a critical indicator, given that Greece has recently experienced 
a deep, decade-long economic crisis. As shown in previous chap-
ters of this study, youth unemployment has emerged as a major 
social problem; in this context, higher education, and especially 
postgraduate studies (both ISCED7 and ISCED8), seem to be 
regarded as a valuable stepping-stone to finding a (better) job. 
According to the Hellenic Statistical Authority (ELSTAT), the 
number of Master’s degree holders more than doubled in recent 
years in the Greek labour market, rising from 75,000 in 2007 to 
160,000 in 2016. This increase was temporarily interrupted during 
the two-year period 2010–2011, which marks the beginning of the 
crisis in Greece, but resumed its upwards course in 2012. 

already exceeded the normal duration of their studies. In such cases, the stu-
dents either complete their studies later, or do not obtain a B.Sc. degree at all.
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A large majority of graduates from all levels of higher education 
participate in the workforce, with participation rates higher for 
Master’s and Ph.D. holders (Figure 5.14). It seems that the eco-
nomic crisis of the 2010s did not significantly affect this indicator, 
as it did the employment and unemployment rates. 
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Figure 5.15 presents data on employment rates in Greece for 
different categories of tertiary education graduates. The employ-
ment rates for ISCED6 graduates declined from 74 per cent in 
2005 to 60 per cent in 2014, before reaching 65 per cent in 2019. 
The employment rates for Master’s and Ph.D. holders remained 
higher, although they did fall, from 86 per cent in 2005 to 81 per 
cent in 2019 (having fallen to 73 per cent in 2013). 
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The most significant differences between categories of tertiary 
education graduates appear in terms of unemployment rates. In 
2019, the unemployment rate for ISCED6 graduates was 13 per 
cent, compared to 9 per cent for ISCED7 and ISCED8 graduates. 
The negative impact of the economic crisis is obvious, as the 
unemployment rate reached its highest level between 2013 and 
2014 (21 per cent for ISCED6 graduates, 15 per cent for ISCED7 
and ISCED8 graduates (Figure 5.16).
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When examining trends in the unemployment rate for tertiary 
education graduates on a broader base, namely in aggregate for 
all levels of higher education (ISCED6–8) but with reference to 
a particular age group (20–34) and to a specific period since the 
completion of their highest level of education (1–3 years), the 
data reveal the extent of the impact of the crisis on youth unem-
ployment: unemployment reached its highest rate, at 52 per cent, 
at the peak of crisis in 2013; it declined to 30 per cent in 2019, 
reaching the levels of the mid-2000s (Figure 5.17).
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5.3  �Human capital in the Research, Technological 
Development, and Innovation (RTDI) system

5.3.1  �Mapping Research and Development (R&D) personnel 
in Greece: Participation of young scientists

R&D personnel does not only include researchers who are em-
ployed and active in research activities; it also includes other per-
sonnel who supports R&D carried out in the business sector, higher 
education institutes, public research centres, other public enti-
ties—including ministries, and private non-profit organisations. 
Data on the participation of R&D personnel in total employment 
in Greece show that this ranged between 0.9 per cent and 1.4 per 
cent in the period 2011–2019 (Figure 5.18).21 Interestingly enough, 
the participation of R&D personnel in total employment increased 
steadily during the Greek crisis. This trend can be attributed to an 
increase in R&D expenditure related to an increase in business 
sector R&D investment, as well as to the significant increase of 
R&D funding within the National Strategic Reference Framework 
(NSRF), namely funding flows to Greece from the European Struc-
tural and Investment Funds (ESIF), within the framework of the 
EU’s cohesion policy.

Compared to other EU member states’ performance, we see 
that Greece’s percentage of 1.43 per cent is below but close to the 
EU average (1.51 per cent), placing Greece in the 15th position, 
behind member states that have well-established national research 
and innovation systems (Figure 5.19).

21  During the 2000s, there was a significant gap in the measuring of R&D 
activity in Greece; consequently, national statistical data on R&D expenditure 
and R&D personnel are only available from 2011 onwards.
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Data may also refer specifically to researchers employed in 
Greece, and not to total R&D personnel. The following analysis is 
based on employment data for this particular category. As shown 
in Figure 5.20, which illustrates the distribution of researchers 
between different age groups, the age group with the highest share 
of researchers in Greece diachronically is the 35-44 group, fol-
lowed by the 25–34 and 45–54 age groups. Taking into account the 
full distribution, the overall picture that emerges is that research 
activities are taken up at an older age in Greece, which to some 
degree relates to both the longer duration of studies in Greece and 
to the pursuit of postgraduate studies at an older age examined 
earlier in this chapter. 

Figure 5.20 

Researchers by age in Greece
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Source: National Documentation Centre (EKT), National Survey on R&D. 
Author’s calculations.

The R&D system can also be presented in terms of the distri-
bution of R&D personnel among different categories of sectors: 
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the business sector (private and public), the government sector 
(including public research centres), higher education, and private 
non-profit organisations. 

Figure 5.21 shows that the higher education sector is consist-
ently the most important employer of researchers in Greece, since 
it employs most researchers, although its share has declined from 
its peak (65.1 per cent) in 2011 to 53.2 per cent in 2019. Since the 
share of the government sector is stable at around 20 per cent, and 
the private non-profit (PNP) sector accounted for only 1 per cent 
during this period, the business sector has increased its share by 
approximately 10 per cent.

Although the business sector has increased in relative impor-
tance in the Greek research system, in terms of R&D personnel 
employment but also -and most importantly- in R&D expenditure 
since 2015 (EKT 2020a), a consistently salient feature of the way 
R&D is structured in Greece is the dominant role the public sector 
continues to play. This relates both to government sector entities 
and enterprises and to public higher education institutes.
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The particular make-up of the Greek R&D system is eloquently 
revealed by the cross-country comparison of researcher employ-
ment in different sectors (Figure 5.22). In terms of employment 
in the business sector, Greece ranks 24th, while the percentage 
of researchers employed in the HEIs is the 7th highest of all EU 
member states. 

Next, we examine the distribution of researchers by field of 
specialization. Although data is available for less than half the EU 
member states, since no figures are available for the main produc-
ers of R&D in the EU, it is clear from the Frascati manual that the 
highest percentage of HEI researchers in Greece study the Arts and 
Humanities, with the 2nd highest share in the Medical and Health 
Sciences, and the 3rd in the Social Sciences. Although missing val-
ues for many EU member states do not allow for a comprehensive 
cross-country comparison, there are still some interesting findings 
in relation to the researchers’ scientific specializations: the rather 
high concentration of academics in the Humanities is perhaps to 
be expected in Greece, given the country’s history and therefore 
its comparative advantage in this particular scientific area, which 
creates a favourable environment for a high level of employment 
in this sector. Turning to the Medical and Health Sciences, the 
high number of researchers relates to the way in which studies and 
research are structured in this scientific area, as clinical research 
activities are a rather common practice, and many graduates in 
Medical Sciences continue their studies at doctoral level. 
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At the same time, while there is a plethora of students at the 
doctoral level in this field, Greece has a rather low concentration 
of researchers in “STEM-related” scientific areas, which are con-
sidered to be more relevant to innovation and therefore serve as a 
proxy for a country’s innovative potential and capacity. This low 
concentration is evident from the educational statistics relating to 
new entrants, enrolled students and graduates from tertiary edu-
cation presented above.
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5.4 The link between the RTDI system and the economy

5.4.1 Problems and barriers 

According to national innovation statistics from the Community 
Innovation Surveys (CIS), Greek enterprises seem to be innova-
tive, performing above the EU average (EKT 2021). This finding 
would imply that Greek enterprises have a promising potential and 
tend to be engaged in operational and product innovation. But is 
this actually the case? Ideally, the transition of the Greek economy 
from more traditional, low-productivity activities to activities with 
a medium to high technological intensity would lead to a virtuous 
cycle of increased productivity, a more dynamic introduction of 
technological innovation, higher capital intensity in production, 
as well as increased demand for skilled human resources. In this 
context, education and innovation capacity are critical elements 
which catalyse structural changes in the national production re-
gime (Naude and Nagler 2015). In practice, however, despite the 
relatively high performance of Greek companies in terms of in-
novation, the sort of dynamism detailed above is not evident in 
the case of Greece.

In fact, if other data –in addition to CIS results– are considered, 
the picture is significantly different, revealing a downward trend 
in terms of competitiveness (Giannitsis et al. 2009) as well as 
major difficulties and obstacles facing companies when it comes 
to innovative activity (IOBE 2012). Research conducted by the 
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, which includes both new busi-
ness ventures and so-called established business schemes, presents 
a negative picture (Ioannidis et al. 2016), as do the European 
Innovation Scoreboard’s composite indicators, which relate to the 
innovative capacity of each EU member state (European Com-
mission 2020). Data on a specific kind of innovation outcome, 
namely patent applications made to the European Patent Office 
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(EPO), can be added to this picture, since this indicator may be 
used as a proxy for innovation (Dernis et al. 2015). According to 
Eurostat, Greek companies exhibit very low performance in pat-
ent applications; the poor results apply to the country as a whole, 
given that applications from universities, public bodies, etc. are 
also very few in number (EKT 2020b). 

One interpretation of these contradictory results would high-
light the fact that Greek enterprises perform well in innovative 
activities with a low technological intensity, like organizational 
and marketing innovation. At the same time, an examination of the 
expenditure made on innovative activities reveals that most Greek 
innovative companies invest their funds in machinery, equipment, 
etc. This implies that Greek companies are making efforts to mod-
ernize and upgrade their production. At the same time, however, 
it highlights the high dependence on imported production and 
technological equipment, as domestic industrial production doesn’t 
have a comparative advantage in this sector (Chrysomallidis 2017). 

Greek companies’ demand for and supply of knowledge are 
also affected by several other structural features, primarily size: 
the vast majority of Greek enterprises are very small, while there 
are only a small number of large Greek companies. This limits 
the ability of Greek businesses to engage in technologically inten-
sive research and innovation activities, which require considerable 
funds and economies of scale in production to be economically 
efficient. Moreover, industry specialization is also important, as 
specialization in fast-growing industries is a competitive advantage 
for an economy (Mitsos and Chrysomallidis, forthcoming). In the 
Greek case, manufacturing is characterized by a low technological 
intensity, while the employment’s share in the “high technology 
knowledge services” subcategory is one of the lowest in the EU.

These features of the Greek productive structure serve as limi-
tations both on competitiveness and on the employment of a spe-
cialized labour force highly skilled in research-related activities. 
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Figure 5.24 presents the share of high-tech sectors (in both goods 
and services) in total employment before, during and after the onset 
of the Greek financial crisis. The data reveal that the share of this 
category of sectors has remained very low, exhibiting only a minor 
upward trend, from 2.2 per cent in 2008 to 3.0 per cent in 2019.

The rather traditional character of production in Greece be-
comes clear when data on employment in high-technology sec-
tors (high-technology manufacturing and knowledge-intensive 
high-technology services) are presented in comparative terms. 
Greece ranks 25th (Figure 5.25), although, as we saw above, its 
performance (3.0 per cent) in 2019 was the best since 2008.

Summing up, the current national productive specialization 
and structure do not favour the transition to research-oriented and 
higher technological intensity activities. Nevertheless, high-quality 
research is produced in Greece, where specific advantages and are-
as of excellence seem to exist. Greece’s human capital is one of its 
strong “assets” and has established a competitive edge in scientific 
activity. This is evidenced by the volume of its research output; 
Greece ranks 9th in the EU in terms of the number of publications 
per million of R&D expenditure (Sachini et al. 2020). Another, 
more qualitative indicator of the visibility and impact of Greek 
researchers in academia and the global research community, is the 
number of cited publications and the percentage these represent of 
the total publication output. The percentage of Greek cited pub-
lications has presented a steady upward trend between 2004 and 
2018, reaching 75.6 per cent in 2018. This is above the EU (74.1 
per cent) and OECD (73.4 per cent) averages (Sachini et al. 2020).

In addition, European competitive funding in the form of re-
search grants within the European Union Framework Programmes 
provides further evidence of Greek researchers’ international “com-
petitiveness”. Greek researchers have shown themselves to be very 
capable when it comes to attracting European funds, which they 
have done in consecutive Framework Programmes (Figure 5.26).
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Figure 5.26 

EU research funding (FP7 and Horizon 2020), participation per member 
state (as a percentage of GDP)
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This performance serves as an indication of the outward-looking 
and network-centric approach of the Greek scientific base, as well as 
of its research excellence, given that participation in such projects 
is granted on a highly competitive basis (Sachini et al. 2017). 

This analysis reveals one of the main weaknesses of the Greek 
research system: although it produces high-quality research, it fails 
to exploit and transfer this output into the real economy. This also 
demonstrates the considerable potential that exists for shifting the 
Greek production model in a more knowledge-intensive direction, 
if the academic and business worlds can be brought closer together 
(Caloghirou et al. 2021).



Education, Training, and Skills Development 

232

A way forward in this direction could be the collaboration 
of postgraduate and doctoral students with the business sector. 
Although such synergies are still rather limited, they are broadly 
acknowledged as positive by all the parties involved-namely the 
HEIs, the students, and the enterprises (Chrysomallidis, forthcom-
ing). Students, in particular, gain practical experience and may 
secure access to the labour market. As a result, they regard this 
kind of synergy as an important part of their education, combining 
it with professional networking in their future work environment. 
Progress in this area depends primarily on the traditions and activ-
ities of the HEIs and businesses, and ultimately on their attitude 
towards HEIs-business cooperation. Administrative and bureau-
cratic burdens on the HEIs’ side, as well as a lack of commitment 
on the business side hinder synergies; as a result, there are very 
few examples of successful cooperation, and these involve only a 
limited number of HEIs and firms. As noted in numerous external 
evaluation reports submitted to the Hellenic Quality Assurance 
and Accreditation Agency (HQA) within the framework of HEIs’ 
institutional evaluation processes, this picture has not changed, 
despite indications that the financial crisis and the deteriorating 
funding conditions for HEIs have made them more open and re-
ceptive to partnerships with the business world (EKT 2016). Nev-
ertheless, this gap implies that there is unexploited potential for 
further synergies and interaction between HEIs and enterprises 
in the post-crisis era within the Greek tertiary education system. 

5.4.2  Skills mismatch

The previous analysis relates to another feature of the Greek la-
bour market: the so-called “skills mismatch”. Since the vertical 
dimension of skills mismatch has been analysed elsewhere in this 
study, we focus here on the horizontal aspect. In more detail, hori-
zontal skills mismatch “is defined as the discrepancy between a 
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person’s current occupation and their field of education related 
to the highest level of education attained. After matching fields 
of education according to the ISCED classification of fields of 
education and training to occupations at ISCO 2008 3-digit level, 
persons working outside their field of education are considered 
as individuals with horizontal skills mismatch. The criterion used 
for the matching of occupational ISCO codes with the fields of 
education is the assumed congruence of skills acquired through 
education and the skills needed for the job. Skills mismatch by 
field of education may be relevant for labour market analyses 
since ‘non-matched’ persons (i) might face frustration because of 
the lack of a direct return to the effort dedicated to study and (ii) 
may generate economic losses for businesses as a result of lower 
efficiency and/or the additional costs of acquiring specific skills 
on the job” (Eurostat n.d.: 3).

The highest horizontal skills mismatch rates are found, in both 
2016 and in 2019, in the fields of Agriculture & Veterinary; the 
Humanities, Language & Arts; Science, Mathematics & Com-
puting; and Engineering, Manufacturing & Construction (Figure 
5.27). The extent of the horizontal skills mismatch in these sectors 
is above the national average (33 per cent in 2016 and 29 per cent 
in 2019). On the contrary, the lowest rates of horizontal skills mis-
match are to be found in Health & Welfare; Education & Training; 
Services; and Social Sciences, Business & Law.

Finally, Figure 5.28 compares Greek performance to the EU-28 
average in 2019. Greek horizontal skills mismatch rates are higher 
than the EU average in Agriculture & Veterinary; Humanities; Lan-
guage & Arts; Science, Mathematics & Computing; Engineering, 
Manufacturing & Construction; and Health & Welfare. 
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The difference in both Agriculture & Veterinary and Health 
& Welfare is so big that the Greek performance is double the EU 
average. On the other hand, Greek horizontal skills mismatch rates 
are lower than the EU average in the following fields of education: 
Education & Training; Services; and Social Sciences, Business 
& Law. Overall, the average Greek performance (33 per cent) 
is worse but close to the EU28 average (29 per cent) and EU27 
average (28 per cent).

5.5  �Women in higher education, and the national RTDI 
system

5.5.1  Participation of young women in higher education

This section examines young women’s participation in higher ed-
ucation in Greece, both through time and in comparative terms. 
Figure 5.29 presents the share of men and women who have ob-
tained a higher education degree (undergraduate, post-graduate 
or doctoral studies) in the age groups 20–24 and 25–29. In both 
age groups, the share of women is higher than that of men. The 
substantial difference recorded between the genders is not recent 
and was observed during the entire 2005–2019 period. 

Figure 5.29 

Share of population having complete ISCED6–8 studies by age and sex,  
in Greece, 2019 
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However, it should be mentioned that this gap between males 
and females is not a Greek peculiarity, as it is observed in all EU 
countries, albeit to different degrees. 

5.5.2  Tertiary education female graduates

Figure 5.30 presents the share of women among tertiary education 
graduates, at the undergraduate, post-graduate and doctoral level. 
The majority of graduates are women for the ISCED 6 and ISCED7 
levels (their share ranges between 58 and 60 per cent between 2013 
and 2018), but this is not the case for new Ph.D. holders, as men 
traditionally outnumber women (here, the women’s share ranges 
between 45 and 49 per cent for the same period). 

In comparative terms, Greece ranks 16th for the percentage 
of women among ISCED6 graduates, and the figure was equal 
to the EU28 average in 2018 (Greece: 58.9 per cent, EU28: 58.9 
per cent, EU27: 59.2 per cent). Greece ranks 12th when we look 
at the percentage of ISCED7 graduates who are women, with a 
percentage above the EU average (Greece: 60.5 per cent, EU28: 
58.2 per cent, EU27: 57.9 per cent); however, the country falls to 
20th position in the case of ISCED8 graduates, with a percentage 
close to the EU28 average (Greece: 47.4 per cent, EU28: 47.8 per 
cent, EU27: 48.1 per cent).

Figure 5.31 presents data on women graduates in tertiary ed-
ucation (ISCED6, ISCED 7 and ISCED 8 level), specifically in 
the sectors of Science, Mathematics, Computing, Engineering, 
Manufacturing and Construction, in line with the data presented 
in section 5.1.3. 
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5.5.3 Female students in tertiary education 

Figure 5.32 presents the share of female students enrolled in ter-
tiary education at the undergraduate, post-graduate and doctoral 
level. As in the case of graduates, women comprise most students 
enrolled at the ISCED7 level and a minority at the ISCED8 level. 
The situation is different when it comes to students enrolled at 
the ISCED6 level, as men are more numerous than women. This 
difference in the data between student enrolment and graduates is 
explained by the fact that a higher proportion of female than male 
students complete their studies.
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5.5.4  Women in the Greek research and innovation system

EU support for gender equality in research and innovation is re-
flected in several official European Commission texts, and par-
ticularly within the broader initiatives of the European Research 
Area (ERA). The European Commission and ERA encourage 
member states to enable women’s participation in research and 
innovation activities by promoting relevant policy measures and 
by establishing a monitoring mechanism for all EU member states. 
This mechanism relies on data on gender issues being provided 
on a regular basis and on targets being set at both the EU and na-
tional levels (European Commission 2012, 2019c, 2019d). These 
indicators are included in the EU’s “She Figures” statistics and 
publications. At the same time, data collection and analysis also 
seek to monitor and assess the implementation of relevant policies 
in a way that resembles the EU’s “open method of co-ordination”.

The participation of women in the Greek research and inno-
vation system ranged between 36 and 39 per cent between 2005 
and 2017. More specifically, it was in the vicinity of 30-40 per 
cent in every sector of research bar one during the same period: 
the private-non-profit (PNP) sector, where women typically make 
up half or more of the R&D personnel (Figure 5.33).
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Cross-country analysis for the same indicators reveals that 
Greece ranks 13th with regard to the share of women among R&D 
personnel, which is higher that the EU28 average; Latvia is the only 
EU member state in which women’s share is above 50 per cent. 

Turning to the share of women researchers in different age 
groups, it is clear that in researchers’ early career stages, namely up 
to the age of 44, women account for about 40 per cent of researchers, 
but that this share declines steadily in older age groups, reaching 
36 per cent in the 45–54 age group, 32 per cent in the 55–64 age 
group, and only 17 per cent in researchers over 65 (Figure 5.34).

Figure 5.34 

Share of female researchers by age in Greece, 2017
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Source: EKT, National Survey on R&D.

Figure 5.35 presents the share of female researchers in all age 
groups in the six main fields of science defined by the OECD’s 
Frascati manual. As expected, women constitute the majority of 
researchers in the Humanities and Arts, while they achieve a share 
higher than 40 per cent in Social Sciences, Medical & Health 
Sciences, and Natural Sciences. Women’s share in the Greek re-
search system is close to 40 per cent in Agricultural Sciences, but 
significantly lower, at 29 per cent, in Engineering and Technology.
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Figure 5.35 

Share of female researchers by field of science in Greece, 2017
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5.5.4  �Problems and barriers for women in participating in 
tertiary education and research 

The problems and barriers that women face in their career, such as 
the glass ceiling, are part of a broader conversation that is taking 
place globally around gender equality in participation in tertiary 
education and employment in research activities. In fact, the number 
of higher education students has increased significantly around the 
globe in recent decades because of a social trend which has seen uni-
versities open their doors to the general public and not only to elites 
(Taylor 2003). An increase in women’s participation in higher edu-
cation has been an important side-effect of this development; indeed, 
this phenomenon has been so intense that women now comprise 
most higher education students in almost all developed countries, 
as well as in many countries currently in transition (Leathwood and 
Read 2008). Women undertaking higher education studies constitute 
an increasingly larger group within the population than men. This is 
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clearly an important trend, and surveys have highlighted the effect 
this phenomenon has had on other social developments (Parvazian 
et al. 2017). Empirical research has focused on connecting women’s 
participation in higher education with higher potential earnings and 
the participation of women in the labour market, with changes in 
fertility behaviour, as well as with shifts in individual beliefs and 
values (Ahituv and Lerman 2007; Gilbert 2014; Gottard et al. 2015; 
Moghadam 2015; Mok 2016).

Thus, today, there is no gap in women’s participation in higher 
education in developed -and, in some cases, developing- countries 
(European Commission 2019b, OECD 2020). This development 
has been the result of, and has in turn influenced, the development 
of human rights, the democratization of societies, and the ongoing 
diffusion of ideas about gender equality across countries. This pro-
cess is empowering women through changing values and attitudes 
relating to their role and aspirations in society, as the increased 
social mobility and higher incomes they seek to achieve require 
higher levels of schooling (UNESCO 2012). 

Turning to the Greek case in particular, it is clear that the share 
of women attaining a tertiary education has increased in Greece 
over the last two decades, while the country has more than met its 
national EU 2020 target of 32 per cent of people aged 30–34 with 
tertiary education qualifications (the current rate is 44 per cent: 51 
per cent for women and 38 per cent for men). However, the uneven 
concentration of women and men in different academic fields in 
tertiary education remains a challenge for Greece.22 

Overall, although indicators and statistics on women’s access to 
and participation in higher education are encouraging, and gender 
inequality in higher education worldwide has declined in recent 
decades, women still encounter obstacles when competing for key 

22  https://ec.europa.eu/greece/sites/default/files/gender_equality_in-
dex_2019_greece.pdf 

https://ec.europa.eu/greece/sites/default/files/gender_equality_index_2019_greece.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/greece/sites/default/files/gender_equality_index_2019_greece.pdf
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academic positions and leadership roles in both higher education 
and in research. However, this is not only a Greek phenomenon but 
a world-wide phenomenon that affects most developed countries. 
The analysis of the gender gap in labour market outcomes should 
therefore be paid more attention. This discussion relates directly 
to two aspects of the glass ceiling: first, to professorships and 
tenured positions, which is to say the relatively low proportion of 
women among the teaching personnel in higher education,23 and 
second, to women’s participation in senior management positions 
in higher education (UNESCO 2021). In the broader area of sci-
ence, combining both higher education and research, this is also 
known as the “scissors-shaped” trend, according to which women 
constitute the majority of university students and graduates, but 
they are subsequently overtaken by their male colleagues, until 
they become a minority in the highest ranks, in terms of senior 
academic and decision-making positions.

More specifically, in the research and innovation sector, just 
30 per cent of the world’s researchers at universities are women, 
with women being absent at the higher levels, which are normally 
required for a research career. In other words, the high proportion 
of women in tertiary education does not necessarily translate into a 
greater presence in research--this can be demonstrated in terms of 
research output, such as academic publications (UNESCO 2021). 
EU initiatives aim to address gender imbalances in, for instance, 
the composition of research teams and the participation of wom-
en in decision-making processes, as well as seeking to enhance 
gender-related dimensions in research projects in all scientific 
fields. Within this framework, the EU has highlighted--among 
other challenges addressed by the “Horizon 2020” Program--the 
need to increase women’s participation in research, to improve 

23  In some cases, this is also combined with a salary gap between male and 
female professors.
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their career potential, to achieve gender balance in recruitment and 
decision-making in relation to research activities, and to promote 
further scientific excellence while also taking gender equality into 
account. The EU Gender Equality Guidance for Horizon 2020 has 
laid down guidelines on how these objectives can be achieved.

Furthermore, gender equality is one of the main priorities of the 
European Research Area (ERA) that was created in May 2000 as 
part of the Lisbon Strategy, with strengthening women’s position 
and role in research figuring among its main areas of intervention. 
Raising the prominence of the issue of gender equality in public 
discourse, and specifically in science, research and technology, is 
among the aims of the ERA; this relates first to enhancing scientific 
excellence through fully exploiting the “productive differences” 
between the sexes, and secondly avoiding unnecessary talent loss 
(European Commission 2000a, b). The ERA’s progress reports 
highlight the increasing share of women in tertiary education sys-
tems across Europe, but also note that the “glass ceiling” persists; 
although one third of all researchers are women, this percentage 
decreases to less than a quarter in the case of higher positions 
within the “research hierarchy” (European Commission 2019c).

In Greece, it is interesting to note that, while gender imbal-
ances in research and higher education are rather similar to those 
observed in general in other EU member states, the country lags 
behind in policy initiatives and measures to promote further gen-
der equality in this area of public policy. In other words, gender 
equality in research and higher education has not been prioritized 
in the agendas of Greek governments, and/or has been assigned a 
low priority in the country’s overall gender equality agenda. This 
is even though, in addition to factors such as greater care and fam-
ily responsibilities, which are common to all women irrespective 
of their career path, women in this area also have to deal with 
the dominance of male-dominated networks in decision-making 
and institutional structures. Such networks play a crucial role, 
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diminishing women researchers’ chances of reaching high-ranking 
positions in academic and research institutions (Hatzopoulos et 
al. 2016; Anagnostou and Avlona 2019).

5.6  Summary and conclusions

The main purpose of this chapter was the presentation of aspects of 
the higher education system, the economy, and the labour market 
in order to highlight their main characteristics and the intercon-
nections between them. The starting point was the access of young 
people to higher education and to the labour market. The evolution 
of the relevant indicators was presented, both before and after the 
fiscal crisis in Greece, as well as through a comparative perspective 
with EU’s other member states. 

The analysis highlighted that the share of population having 
at least one tertiary education degree has been constantly rising 
in Greece, although national performance remains still below the 
EU average. Focusing on the participation of young people in 
higher education, Greece is almost at the middle of the ranking 
(15th among the 28 EU member states) and near the EU average 
for the population aged 25 to 29; the country is placed at a much 
lower position (21st), when examining the 20-24 age group.

Data on higher education graduates, namely new BSc holders 
show that their number is rather stable across time, while the 
number of new MSc holders has almost doubled in the late 2010s, 
mainly because of the economic crisis and Greek households’ dif-
ficulty to financially support studies abroad. Nevertheless, Greece 
ranks 27th in terms of Master’s programmes graduates, as post-
graduate studies are a rather recent activity for the Greek higher 
education institutes. At the same time, a comparatively high num-
ber of Greek students still complete their Master’s studies abroad.

On the other hand, when enrolled students –rather than grad-
uates- are examined, available data show that a high share of the 
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20-24 age group is enrolled in undergraduate studies. The share of 
enrolled students in this age group has increased substantially in 
recent years, a trend that reflects the fact that the national tertiary 
education system has become more inclusive over the last decade. 
The result of this is that Greece has the highest proportion of en-
rolled undergraduate students aged between 20-24, double that of 
the EU average. However, the comparison with graduates shows 
a significant gap between those enrolled in tertiary education and 
those that manage to obtain an undergraduate degree. 

In terms of its share of postgraduate students in the 20-24 group, 
Greece is ranked 27th in the EU. The ranking is substantially im-
proved at older ages; Greece ranks 4th in the age group 30-34. 
When enrolled students at the doctoral level studies are examined, 
Greece again ranks 4th in the age group 30-34, implying that a rather 
high share of Greek scientists continues their studies at an older 
age. Moreover, an increase in the absolute numbers of new PhD 
holders and PhD candidates observed since 2017, may be related 
to increased funding support for ISCED8 studies.

The chapter also highlighted the phenomenon of youth unem-
ployment that has emerged as major social problem in Greece, due 
to the previous decade’s crisis. It is clear that the economic crisis 
affected negatively the employment rates of tertiary education 
graduates; still, the employment rates of Master’s and PhD holders 
remained higher than those of BSc holders and categories of the 
population without tertiary education. Despite its de-escalation 
since 2014, the unemployment rate of recent graduates aged 20-34 
continues to be the highest in the EU (30 per cent).

Turning to human capital in the national research and innova-
tion systems, we observe that the participation of R&D personnel 
in total employment increased during the crisis. This trend may 
be attributed to the increase of R&D expenditure, related to in-
creased flows of funds through the National Strategic Reference 
Framework. As a result, the participation of R&D personnel in 
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total employment is below but close to the EU average. On the 
other hand, the distribution of researchers between different age 
groups shows that most researchers in Greece belong to the 35-
44 age group, followed by those aged 45-54. Higher education is 
steadily the most important employer for researchers in Greece, 
while the business sector’s share is one of the lowest in the EU.

Analysing barriers that young scientists face in accessing the 
labour market, these seem to relate to the productive structure of 
Greece, as manufacturing is characterized by low technological in-
tensity, while the share of employment in “high technology knowl-
edge services” is among the lowest in the EU. These characteristics 
limit the employment of specialized workers. These dynamics 
persist despite the high-quality research output in Greece. It is evi-
dent, that a major weakness of the Greek research system is that it 
fails to transfer research results to the national production system.

Finally, women’s participation in higher education, and the na-
tional RTDI system were also analysed. The share of young women 
aged 20-29 with a degree of higher education (undergraduate, 
post-graduate or doctoral studies) is higher than that of men. The 
difference between male and female graduates is among the ten 
highest in the EU. Interestingly, there are more female bachelor 
graduates, although there more male enrolled students. This means 
that more women –than men- complete their studies. 

On the other hand, women’s participation in tenured teaching 
academic personnel is significantly lower than that of men in all 
categories, but especially when referring to Full Professors. This 
feature is common to other countries as well and relates to the 
so-called “glass ceiling” phenomenon. As far as women’s partic-
ipation in the research system is concerned, the share of women 
in R&D personnel in Greece is above the EU average. However, 
while in the early stages of their research careers, namely until 
their early 40s, women constitute about 40% of researchers, this 
share declines steadily as they grow older.
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Overall, it can be argued that the share of women in tertiary 
education and research has increased in Greece, during the last two 
decades; however, there are still gaps and uneven concentration 
of men and women in specific areas of activity. Finally, although 
gender imbalances in research and higher education in Greece are 
similar to those observed in other EU member states, the country 
lags behind in policy initiatives and measures to promote further 
gender equality in these fields.
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Appendix. The Greek educational system:  
An overview

The Greek educational system is divided into the following lev-
els: Early Childhood Education and Care, Primary Education, 

Secondary and Post-Secondary Non-Tertiary Education, and Higher 
Education.24 

Compulsory education in Greece comprises: i) one year for 
5-year-old children in pre-primary school (nipiagogeio), ii) six 
years in primary school (dimotiko scholeio), and three years in 
lower secondary schools (gymnasio).

In terms of Primary Education, the Greek state provides public 
pre-primary and primary education for free in pre-primary and 
primary schools. Compulsory pre-primary education in Greece 
has recently been extended to two years, starting at the age of 4 
in pre-primary school. The new framework was introduced during 
the 2018-19 school year in 184 municipalities around the country. 
It was then extended to more municipalities, until it became fully 
implemented at the national level for the 2020-21 school year. 
Each of the six grades in primary education represents a certain 
level of teaching and educational goals/skills defined centrally and 
described in detail in the curricula for each subject at each grade.

Secondary education in Greece includes two cycles, only one of 
which is compulsory. Compulsory secondary education is provided 
by lower secondary schools during the day and in the evening over 
3 years, while non-compulsory secondary education is provided for 
a further 3 years and divided into: i) general education offered at 
upper secondary schools (lykeia, either daytime or evening), and 
ii) vocational education provided by epagelmatika lykeia - EPAL 
(either daytime or evening).

24  For this section we have mainly relied on the European Commission’s 
Eurydice platform that provides information on educational systems across 
Europe.
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According to the law, the aim of the general compulsory sec-
ondary education at the lower secondary school level is to pro-
mote the multifaceted development of pupils depending on their 
age-related competences and on life’s demands. In particular,  
lower secondary school helps pupils to broaden their system of 
values and move towards creative goals and humanitarian actions; 
to complete knowledge acquisition and combine it with the cor-
responding social concerns; to deal successfully with different 
situations and seek responsible solutions in a climate of creative 
dialogue and collective effort; to cultivate their ability to express 
themselves through language, formulating their thoughts clearly 
and correctly both orally and in writing; to realise their compe-
tences, inclinations, skills and interests and learn about various 
professions; and to pursue their improvement in the context of 
cultural, social and economic life.

Non-compulsory secondary education is offered in the three 
grades of upper secondary school. A lower secondary school 
graduation certificate is a requirement for enrolment.The types of 
schools that provide general non-compulsory secondary education 
and award equivalent certificates are: a) the daytime general upper 
secondary schools (Imerisia genika lykeia), which  constitute the 
main provider of general non-compulsory secondary education, 
addressing the majority of pupils selecting a general education 
at this educational level (there are 1,015 daytime general upper 
secondary schools in Greece); b) evening general upper secondary 
schools (Esperina genika lykeia), which  are attended by work-
ing pupils who wish to complete their school education. Students 
attend the upper secondary school in the area of their permanent 
place of residence. There is no age limit for enrolment in upper 
secondary schools. However, for the most part, the age of students 
ranges from 15 to 18. 

Moving now to vocational education, vocational non-compul-
sory secondary education is offered at vocational upper secondary 



Higher education, research and the labour market 

255

schools (epagelmatika lykeia - EPAL), both during the day and 
in the evening. By law, vocational upper secondary schools ad-
minister two cycles of study: the first is the secondary education 
cycle, which is part of the formal educational system. There are 
three grades taught over three years at daytime vocational upper 
secondary schools (imerisia epagelmatika lykeia). The second is 
the ‘post-secondary apprenticeship class’, which is a post-second-
ary education cycle belonging to non-formal education and lasts for 
a year. Holders of school leaving and secondary-education cycle 
EPAL certificates, as well as older types of technical vocational 
education qualifications equivalent to EPAL, are eligible to enrol 
in the ‘post-secondary apprenticeship class’. 

As far as Post-Secondary Non-Tertiary Education is concerned, 
the main providers of this kind of education are the vocational 
training institutes which operate in an organised educational con-
text outside the formal educational system and lead to certificates 
recognised at the national level. By law, vocational training insti-
tutes (IEK) seek to provide initial vocational training to graduates 
of formal non-compulsory secondary education (general and vo-
cational upper secondary school). IEK may be public or private, 
and attendance at public vocational training institutes is free of 
charge. The supervision of both public and private IEK, and the 
design of the educational framework, is undertaken by the Gen-
eral Secretariat for Vocational Education, Training and Lifelong 
Learning of the Ministry of Education.

The Greek Constitution states that higher education is public, 
and the State supervises and finances higher education institu-
tions (HEIs). As part of their educational mission, HEIs provide 
high-quality, comprehensive education in line with developments 
in modern science, technology and the arts as well as interna-
tional academic practice. Until 2018-2019, higher education in-
cluded two parallel and distinct sectors. These were, on the one 
hand, the university sector, which included universities, national 
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technical universities, and the Higher School of Fine Arts and, on 
the other, the technological sector, which included technological 
educational institutes (TEIs) and the School of Pedagogical and 
Technological Education (ASPETE). However, the TEIs have now 
merged with the nation’s university institutions. Beyond that, the 
Military Educational Institutions (ASEI) are equivalent to those of 
the university sector, the Merchant Naval Academies (AEN) are 
state institutes of higher education under the Ministry of Shipping 
and Island Policy (since 2005-2006, AEN have been equivalent 
to TEIs), while the State offers vocational and other specialised 
training in institutions of higher learning whose duration of studies 
does not exceed 3 years (Higher Schools for Dance and Theatre, 
under the Ministry of Culture and Sports; Higher Schools for Tour-
ism Education, under the Ministry of Tourism; Higher Schools for 
Petty Officers, under the Ministry of National Defence; Higher 
School for Policemen, under the Ministry of Citizen Protection).

Higher education studies are divided into three cycles in 
Greece: A first cycle of studies leads to the award of a degree. 
Studies last at least 4 years for most majors at HEIs in the univer-
sity sector. They last 5 years at polytechnics, for specific applied 
sciences (Agronomy, Forestry, Dentistry, Veterinary Medicine, 
Pharmaceutics), as well as in certain art departments (Music Stud-
ies and Fine Arts), and last 6 years for Medical School. A second 
cycle of studies involves attendance on a postgraduate programme 
lasting at least two semesters and leads to the award of a master’s 
degree (diploma metaptychiakon spoudon). A third cycle of studies 
involves attendance on a doctorate study programme, requires 
the preparation of a thesis, and leads to the award of a doctoral 
diploma. The academic year includes two semesters, and each 
semester includes at least 13 weeks of teaching. The end of each 
semester marks the beginning of the exam period. Students may 
be reassessed in the modules of both semesters before the start of 
the winter semester.
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When referring to Adult Education and Training, it should be 
clear from the start that Greece does not have a long-standing tra-
dition in the provision of non-formal education to adults. Greece’s 
accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1981 
helped this form of educational provision to develop. The goal 
was to improve the competences of the workforce beyond the for-
mal stages of education. Between 1994 and 1999, adult education 
rigorously applied the European Social Fund (ESF) guidelines, 
the aim being to ensure public funding for the development of a 
system of Continuing Vocational Training (CVET). From 2000 
onwards, the implementation of new policies and initiatives within 
a lifelong learning policy framework has covered different forms 
of education and training. The latter enable adults to develop and 
reorient their education on the basis of varying individual needs, 
which include enriching their knowledge, developing their abilities 
and skills, developing their personality, and becoming active citi-
zens. A large number of institutions which are either fully or partly 
subsidised by the state provide general adult education. The Gen-
eral Secretariat for Vocational Education, Training and Lifelong 
Learning within the Ministry of Education is the decision-making 
body responsible for planning, organising and funding the majority 
of adult education programmes, which are typically free of charge 
and accessible to all.
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6

VOCATIONAL EDUCATION  
AND TRAINING (VET) IN GREECE :  

OVERVIEW, LABOUR MARKET ACCESS  
AND GENDER PERSPECTIVES

Berry Lalioti

■

6.1  Introduction 

The aim of the present chapter is to provide the reader with 
a succinct but comprehensive overview of vocational educa-

tion and training (henceforth VET)25 in Greece, as well as of the 
problems and barriers hindering the labour market entry of VET 
graduates, in conjunction with a gender perspective on VET in the 
country. Overall, for decades, chronic weaknesses, as exemplified 
by the minimal share of public expenditures allocated for education 
(training included), in line with the relatively low performance of 
the Greek educational system, posed severe obstacles to the devel-
opment of VET in Greece. 

25  Vocational education and training, abbreviated as VET, sometimes simply 
called vocational training, is the training in skills and teaching of knowledge, 
related to a specific trade, occupation or vocation, in which the student or 
employee wishes to participate. Vocational education may be undertaken at 
an educational institution, as part of secondary or tertiary education; or may 
be part of initial training during employment (e.g., as an apprenticeship), 
or a combination of formal education and workplace learning. See: https://
ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php?title=Glossary:Vocation-
al_education_and_training_(VET)  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php?title=Glossary:Vocational_education_and_training_(VET)
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php?title=Glossary:Vocational_education_and_training_(VET)
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php?title=Glossary:Vocational_education_and_training_(VET)


Education, Training, and Skills Development 

260

Yet, at the same time, VET arguably stands out as the most 
‘efficient’ parameter of the system (Nektarios et al. 2020). The 
recent developments in the relevant field, as these are reflected, 
for instance, in the 2020 reform of VET in Greece aim, inter alia, 
to enhance the acknowledged ‘efficiency’ of VET, especially in 
terms of the labour market integration of young people. 

The 2020 VET reform (Law 4763), alongside the long series 
of interventions in the Greek VET system that took place during 
the last two decades, should be also viewed in light of the broad 
public and academic discussion about the many advantages of 
VET for individuals and enterprises; but also, more generally, 
for the economy and society (e.g., better job prospects for work-
ers, increases in productivity, innovation, social inclusion, etc.) 
(Cedefop 2011). Furthermore, whereas skilled trades (including 
electricians, welders and mechanics) and technician roles seem to 
be amongst the hardest to fill (see e.g., the research findings of a 
2018 survey of employers in 43 countries, included in Manpow-
erGroup, 2018), there is expectation of a future strong demand for 
mid-level skilled jobs and medium qualifications (i.e., the kind of 
jobs and qualifications typically related to VET) (Cedefop 2020a).  

The recent VET reform in Greece, as well as all the VET-related 
policies in this country, should be also seen in light of the Euro-
pean trend towards the modernization of VET. To this end, since 
2002, at the EU level, national authorities and social partners from 
European countries have taken part in the so-called “Copenhagen 
process”,26 which aims to promote and develop VET in the EU.27

Actions such as the adoption of a strategic framework for 
European cooperation in education and training (widely known 
as ET 2020 and adopted by the Council in May 2009) or the 

26  The priorities for the Copenhagen process for 2011–2020 were set in 
Bruges in December 2010. 
27  This and the next two paragraphs largely draw on Cedefop (2021). 
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proposals presented by the European Commission (in June 2010) 
for a new impetus for European cooperation in VET, in support 
of the ‘Europe 2020 strategy’, are amongst the many initiatives 
undertaken by EU authorities. The aim was to set out objectives 
for improvements in VET and the strengthening of VET systems 
at the EU level. 

Importantly, VET, alongside skills development, is currently 
part of the European Commission’s Covid-19 recovery efforts 
in the fields of employment and social policy, contributing to a 
large-scale plan known as ‘NextGenerationEU’. The pandemic’s 
impact has moved VET centre stage, giving a new impetus to the 
Copenhagen process, among other things. 

Against this backdrop, the present study benefits from the re-
view of the literature on the evolution and the key characteristics 
of the Greek VET system [including studies and policy reports 
published by organizations that play a key role in changes in VET 
in both Greece and other EU countries, such as the ‘European Cen-
tre for the Development of Vocational Training’ (broadly known as 
Cedefop)]. Locating problems and barriers for the labour market 
entry of VET graduates at the national level is a relatively un-
der-researched policy area. Moreover, a gender-related analysis 
of the Greek VET system is missing altogether. 

Following this short introduction, the main body of the chap-
ter is divided into three major sections. The first outlines central 
features of VET in the country, as well as recent developments in 
the field. The second presents problems and barriers hindering the 
labour market entry of VET graduates. The third section highlights 
gender dimensions of the Greek VET system. At the end of the 
report, a very brief concluding discussion summarizes some of the 
main findings and makes some suggestions for improvements in 
the domestic VET system. 
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6.2  An overview of the Greek VET system

Overall, VET in Greece is relatively underdeveloped.28 Illustra-
tive of this phenomenon is that only approximately 29 per cent 
of 16-to-18-year-olds participate in upper secondary VET; a per-
centage which is much lower than the EU average of 49 per cent. 
More specifically, based on Eurostat data for the year 2018, the 
total share of students in upper secondary vocational education 
programmes in Greece amounted to 28.5 per cent, as opposed 
to the EU-27 average of 48.4 per cent.29 Furthermore, based on 
Eurostat data for the same year, only 21 per cent of Greeks aged 
30–34 had acquired a VET secondary level formal qualification, 
whilst the relevant rate in Germany was 47 per cent. 

28  This and the next three paragraphs largely draw on Mavris (2018), Di-
aNEOsis (2020), and Nektarios et al. (2020: 10, 13). Otherwise, the source 
is cited. 
29  Other VET-related differences between Greece and the EU average in-
clude, inter alia, the pupil-teacher ratio or the share of enterprises employing 
initial vocational training (IVT) participants. Based on Eurostat data for the 
year 2018, the pupil-teacher ratio in vocational education programmes in 
Greece at the upper secondary level amounted to 7.7%, while the EU-27 
average was 10.5 %. The share of enterprises (for the year 2015) employing 
IVT participants in Greece was 9.7%, while the EU-27 average for that year 
was much higher (30.5%). Pupil-teacher ratios are calculated by dividing 
the number of full-time equivalent pupils in each level of education by the 
number of full-time equivalent teachers at the same level; this ratio should not 
be confused with average class size, which refers to the number of pupils in a 
given course or classroom. IVT is defined as a formal education programme 
or a component of it, where the working time of the paid apprentices/trainees 
alternates between periods of practical training in the workplace and general/
theoretical education in an educational institution or training centre. For 
2015, the coverage was training within ISCED levels 2-5: in other words, 
secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education, as well as short-cycle 
tertiary education. The length of IVT should be between six months and six 
years. Voluntary apprenticeships/traineeships are excluded.
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Seven out of ten compulsory education graduates in Greece 
opt for a general versus a technical education (IME-GSEVEE 
2020: 5). Moreover, during the academic year 2020–2021 a total of 
108,772 students was registered at the upper secondary vocational 
education schools, broadly known as EPAL (see the discussion 
below). These are the schools where most students in upper sec-
ondary VET in the country (approximately 94 per cent) is enrolled. 
For the same academic year, the number of students in the upper 
secondary general education schools was 202,782. 

Whereas, broadly speaking, participation in VET is widely ac-
knowledged to be affected by factors such as demographic charac-
teristics, the political and social context, the economic background, 
the structure of the labour market and the educational level of the 
population (Cedefop 2014), lower participation in VET in Greece 
seems to be, at least to some extent, associated with the fact that 
general education is held in higher esteem by the public compared 
to VET. According to the findings of an opinion survey carried 
out by Cedefop, 87 per cent of respondents in Greece think that 
general education has a more positive image than VET. The latter 
is also widely regarded as an educational option for students with 
low grades. 

Interestingly, at the same time, six out of ten survey respondents 
believe that participation in VET can lead to highly regarded jobs. 
Furthermore, the latest Eurostat data shows a steady increase of 
the total VET learners in Greece. This increase is attributed to 
increased post-secondary non-tertiary education enrolments.

VET in Greece has been strongly state-regulated. The Ministry 
of Education and Religious Affairs, in cooperation, occasionally, 
with the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs is the one who 
bears the main responsibility for the VET system. In a similar vein, 
formal VET is mostly state financed. Apprenticeship programmes 
are based on national, private and/or EU funds. Most VET pro-
grammes are offered through a school-based approach, after the 
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completion of compulsory schooling.30 VET takes place mainly 
at the upper secondary and post-secondary levels.31 

Up to the very recent reform of the Greek VET system dis-
cussed in the last part of the present section (Law 4763/2020), 
VET programmes in the country included the following32: 
School-based VET programmes33 leading to the European 
Qualifications Framework (henceforth EQF34) level 435/ISCED 
35436 upper secondary vocational education, offered by the so-
called Epaggelmatika Lykeia (EPAL); apprenticeship programmes 
leading to EQF level 4/ISCED 353, offered by the so-called Epag-
gelmatikes Sxoles (EPAS) of the Hellenic Manpower Employment 

30  Compulsory education in Greece lasts 11 years and extends from the ages 
of four to 15.
31  See https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/second-
ary-and-post-secondary-non-tertiary-education-20_en   
32  This and the next paragraph largely draw on Cedefop and EOPPEP (2019). 
33  There are several VET learning options: school-based learning; work prac-
tice (including internships and apprenticeships); self-learning (too partial). 
34  The EQF is an 8-level learning outcomes-based framework for all types 
of qualifications that serves as a translation tool between different national 
qualifications frameworks. See https://europa.eu/europass/en/european-qual-
ifications-framework-eqf  
35  National qualifications frameworks (henceforth NQF) levels of the Greek 
educational and training system are the following: elementary school certif-
icate (NQF level 1); lower secondary school certificate (NQF level 2); voca-
tional school certificate (EPAS) /vocational upper secondary school degree 
and certificate (EPAL) /general upper secondary school certificate (NQF 
level 4); vocational upper secondary school degree, apprenticeship class / 
vocational training diploma(IEK) after graduates’ certification/post-second-
ary and not higher education diploma or degree (NQF level 5); bachelor’s 
degree (NQF level 6); bachelor’s degree of 5 years /master’s degree (NQF 
level 7); doctoral degree (NQF level 8). 
36   Also see https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/el/content/initial-upper-second-
ary-vet-programmes-isced-354-kutsekeskharidusope  

https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/secondary-and-post-secondary-non-tertiary-education-20_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/secondary-and-post-secondary-non-tertiary-education-20_en
https://europa.eu/europass/en/european-qualifications-framework-eqf
https://europa.eu/europass/en/european-qualifications-framework-eqf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/el/content/initial-upper-secondary-vet-programmes-isced-354-kutsekeskharidusope
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/el/content/initial-upper-secondary-vet-programmes-isced-354-kutsekeskharidusope
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Organization (OAED); post-secondary VET programmes leading 
to EQF level 5/ISCED 453, offered by the so-called Institouta Ep-
aggematikis Katartisis (IEK); apprenticeship programmes leading 
to EQF level 5/ISCED 453, offered by the EPAL; higher profes-
sional programmes leading to EQF level 5/ISCED 655, offered by 
the so-called Sxoles Anoteris Epaggematikis Ekpaideusis (dance 
and theatre schools, schools of petty officers and the academy of 
merchant navy); post-secondary vocational programmes provided 
by universities leading to EQF level 5 (the so-called Kentra Ep-
aggelmatikis Ekpaideusis programmes – VET centres; currently 
not available). Overall, despite the series of interventions in VET 
outlined below, fragmentation, as this is reflected in the relatively 
large number of structures offering VET programmes, remains one 
of the (long-term) characteristics of the VET landscape in Greece.

Over the course of the last decade in particular, a series of 
policy interventions37 aimed at reforming the Greek VET system, 
largely in line with EU principles and standards. Illustrative of this 
effort is the 2013 VET reform (Law 4186/2013), which eventually 
reproduced, however, at least according to some policy analysts 
(see e.g., Nektarios et al. 2020), the VET structures (and problems) 
that typified the foregoing system for many decades. Issues such 
as the need for closer links between VET and the labour market, 
as well as for the more extended participation of social partners 
in the VET system and the establishment of a stronger connection 
between initial and continuing vocational training are argued to 
have remained unsolved. 

Largely based on the idea that enhancing the domestic VET 

37   Some of the legislative initiatives targeted at upgrading the Greek VET 
system are Laws 3848/2010 and 4009/2011, as well as Joint Ministerial De-
cisions 26381/2017 and 26385/2017. Furthermore, the Ministerial Decision 
26412/2017 of the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs introduced, 
inter alia, a quality framework for VET studies. Also see Cedefop (2014: 
20-21), and Cedefop (2020c).  
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system could function as a solution to challenges raised by the 
financial crisis, such as the wave of brain drain, only a few years 
later (in 2016), another effort of VET reform (Law 4386/2016), 
sought, inter alia, to upgrade and expand apprenticeships, whilst 
also introducing a new VET pathway (i.e., a one-year appren-
ticeship programme at the post-secondary level, the so-called 
‘EPAL apprenticeship year’). Next, a National Committee for 
VET, which was responsible for coordinating the governance of 
the VET system, as well as for monitoring the implementation of 
the 2016 National Strategic Framework for the upgrade of VET 
(apprenticeships included) and for evaluating their results, was set 
up in 2017 (Law 4485/2017). Broadly speaking, because of the 
2013–2017 policy developments in the field of VET, new bodies 
were established, as a means to strengthen the cooperation between 
public authorities and labour market actors. Progress was also 
made in further developing the NQF and the validation system, 
among other things.

In the years that followed, examples of the main actions adopt-
ed in the VET field included the establishment of the ΚΕE, which 
offered two-year university programmes for formal upper second-
ary VET (EPAL) graduates and the launch of an initiative to train 
in-company trainers in 2019. What is arguably more important, 
however, is that in 2020, Law 4763/2020, was adopted. The law 
reflects the government’s intention to increase the uptake of VET 
and its role in all educational levels. The goal is to adapt, in a more 
effective way, the overall educational system to labour market 
needs, by changing the analogy between general education and 
VET, in favour of the latter. 

To this end, Law 4763/2020 has led, inter alia, to the follow-
ing changes: the establishment of a national VET system, which 
is supported by both central and peripheral structures and coun-
cils; the integration, for the first time, of VET (apprenticeships 
and internships included) into the formal educational system, 
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resulting in solely continuing vocational training remaining part 
of non-formal education; the creation of new structures of pri-
vate education-training (e.g., via the establishment of two-year 
vocational training schools, immediately after the completion of 
studies at the first cycle of study of secondary education, i.e. the 
so-called ‘gymnasio’38); the recognition of novel structures en-
gaged in certification procedures, since the ‘National Organization 
for the Certification and Qualifications and National Guidance’ 
(henceforth EOPPEP) is now capable of allowing licensed private 
bodies to be in charge of the procedures related to the certification 
of non-formal education and qualifications; the establishment of 
EPAL schools that will cooperate very closely with representatives 
of the local labour markets and function as models of VET studies; 
the enhanced role and participation of national social partners in 
the design, implementation and the governance of the VET system; 
the possibility for IEK and EPAL apprenticeship year graduates, 
upon receipt of their diplomas (and certification from EOPPEP) 
to take part in qualifying examinations, so as to enter tertiary 
education; the acknowledgment of the flexibility of the teaching 
staff with regard to professional specializations. 

As a result of the recent VET reform, the newly-established 
national system of VET (Ethniko Systima Epaggelmatikis Ekpaide-
usis kai Katartisis, ESEEK) is currently developed at levels three 
(3), four (4) and five (5) of the NQF, in line with the EQF.39 More 
specifically: at level three (3) are the so-called Epaggematikes 

38  ‘Gymnasio’ (γυμνάσιο) is a lower secondary programme, which is com-
pulsory, lasts three years, provides general education and covers ages 12 to 
15. Graduation from ‘gymnasio’ is a prerequisite for enrolling at general or 
vocational upper secondary schools. Note that there is also an evening lower 
secondary programme (‘esperino gymnasio’, εσπερινό γυμνάσιο), for which 
attendance starts at the age of 14. 
39  This paragraph is based on https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/
eurydice/content/secondary-and-post-secondary-non-tertiary-education-20_en  

https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/secondary-and-post-secondary-non-tertiary-education-20_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/secondary-and-post-secondary-non-tertiary-education-20_en
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Sxoles Katartisis (ESK) and the EPAS-OAED; at level four (4) 
are the EPAL and the upper secondary schools of the unified spe-
cial vocational secondary schools (Eniaia Eidika Epaggelmatika 
Gymnasia-Lykeia, ENEEGY-L); and at level five (5) are the IEK 
and the Post-Secondary Year/Apprenticeship Class of EPAL.

The reform triggered reactions from parties of the opposition and 
teacher representatives, such as the Greek Federation of Secondary 
Education State School Teachers (OLME), who argued that the 
new law on VET and lifelong learning would eventually increase 
the number of unskilled workers, who would end up being used as 
cheap labour force. Furthermore, those against the 2020 VET re-
form claimed that it subordinated VET to the needs of the financial 
market and to those of enterprises, as well as to the interests of the 
Hellenic Federation of Enterprises (SEV) and the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). 

Others, such as the IME-GSEVEE, that is, the scientific insti-
tute affiliated with the federation representing SMEs in Greece, 
acknowledged, however, both positive and negative features in 
the reform.40 The former included, for instance, the enforced role 
of social partners in VET and the integration of IVT41 (essentially 
IEK) in formal education.  

Criticism, on the other hand, was largely centred on the estab-
lishment of the vocational training schools (ESK), immediately 
after the completion of ‘gymnasio’. The main argument against 
these schools was that they do not provide opportunities for up-
ward occupational mobility. The reason is that, following grad-
uation, the only option offered to graduates is to be registered at 
the second year of the EPAL. 

Studies at ESK are also argued to reproduce the deep injustic-
es rooted in the domestic labour market, by means of ‘pushing’ 

40  This and the next two paragraphs draw on Lintzeris (2020). 
41  Law 3879/2010 distinguished between initial and continuing VET. 
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young men and women, who are in a state of financial need or who 
are facing difficulties in entering the highly competitive Greek 
educational system, towards a relatively ‘short’ training option; 
and, eventually, towards an early entry into working life, without 
allowing them, at the same time, to develop the essential skills 
needed to cope with what is a very demanding and tough labour 
market. Another example of a change deemed to be negative is 
the decision reached to acknowledge ESK as equivalent to the 
EPAS-OAED, since this decision is believed to undermine the 
quite successful OAED apprenticeship system. 

Similar initiatives to review the changes introduced by the 
recent VET reform had been undertaken by different stakehold-
ers (see, for example, INE and KANEP (2020), on behalf of the 
‘General Confederation of Greek Workers’, GSEE). In sum, the 
reform is acknowledged to include actions which may improve 
the connection between VET and the labour market, without cop-
ing effectively however, with challenges such as the overall VET 
governance or the issue of professional rights. The degradation 
(by one level) of the EPAS at the NQF is also argued to be a move 
in the wrong direction (Kokkos 2020: 18).

6.3  �Problems and barriers for the labour market entry  
of VET graduates	

The labour market outcomes achieved by VET graduates, as ex-
emplified by the speed of the education-to-work transition and the 
stability of the employment relationship, appear, broadly speaking, 
to be better than the ones attained by general education graduates 
(e.g.., IOBE 2020). Hence, the employment-related benefits of 
VET studies are often included in the main arguments used in 
favour of VET compared to general education.

Yet, we should keep in mind that a 21-year-old VET graduate 
has probably started working at the age of 18, while a 21-year-old 
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general education graduate, who, for example, was enrolled in 
university but then dropped out, would not have started working 
(or looking for a job) until she/he was 20 years old.42 The type, the 
quality of the work position and especially job-related earnings 
may have been affected by the length of employment. 

Additionally, it should be noted that the association between 
VET and labour market outcomes cannot be interpreted as a causal 
relationship. A series of variables which may affect the foregoing 
association should be taken into account. Gender, discussed in the 
next section of this chapter, is one of these variables. In short, VET 
is chosen predominantly by men, who are more likely, however, to 
achieve better outcomes in the labour market, as these are reflected 
in the higher probability of getting a job, receiving a higher wage 
for the same type of work, etc. Without controlling for gender, 
when comparing the labour market outcomes of VET with those of 
general education, the gender effect could be therefore mistakenly 
attributed to VET. 

Other parameters which appear to affect the labour market 
outcomes achieved by VET graduates include, among other things, 
their work experience and whether they have graduated from a 
VET programme with a workplace content or not.43 Also, there 
doesn’t seem to be a linear connection between youth unemploy-
ment levels and the high participation of youth in VET (Paidoussi 
2014: 45-46).

The entry of VET graduates in the Greek labour market, and 
related issues, such as obstacles hindering this entry, are relatively 
under-researched themes. Still, according to an opinion survey 
on VET in Greece, carried out by Cedefop and mentioned in the 

42  This and the next paragraph draw on Cedefop (2012: 14, 32, 41, 45, 73).
43  Please note that VET programmes can sometimes be exclusively school 
based. Also see https://www.eqavet.eu/eu-quality-assurance/glossary/school-
based-programmes   

https://www.eqavet.eu/eu-quality-assurance/glossary/school-based-programmes
https://www.eqavet.eu/eu-quality-assurance/glossary/school-based-programmes
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previous section of this report, around 64 per cent of the respond-
ents who had graduated from VET programmes reported that they 
had found their first long-term job within a year after graduation.44 
The percentage of the survey respondents who had completed 
general education studies and who reported that they had managed 
to do the same was much lower: 49 per cent. 

This research finding should be seen alongside another finding 
from the same survey, according to which over half of the survey 
respondents in Greece feel that upper secondary VET graduates 
are more likely to find a job following their studies, compared to 
upper secondary general education graduates. This expectation is 
nevertheless rather unsurprising; partly because general education 
prepares students for higher education. Moreover, it should be 
noted that, based on the results of an older study, which provides 
evidence from the LFS (Cedefop 2012), when compared to other 
EU countries, the propensity of VET graduates in Greece to con-
tinue their education, is lower.  

Broadly speaking, the job perspectives for VET graduates in 
Greece appear to be promising. The reason is the quite high per-
centage of occupations in the country that require the medium level 
of qualifications, which is largely associated with VET studies: 
62 per cent (in 2018), as opposed to the total of 31 per cent of all 
work positions, which are in occupations that demand a high level 
of qualifications (Nektarios et al. 2020: 8). 

Furthermore, between 2014 and 2019 the increase (19 per cent) 
in the employment rate of 20–34-year-old VET graduates (ISCED 
3-4) was much higher compared to the increase in the employment 
of all 20–34-year-old graduates (6 per cent) in the country over 
the same period. At the same time, the increase in the employment 
rate of 20–34-year-old VET graduates (ISCED 3-4) in the EU27 
was much lower (6 per cent). Yet, the percentages of the ISCED 

44  This and the next paragraph draw on Mavris, 2018. 
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3-4 graduates employed in the EU27 during the period of refer-
ence (76.7 per cent for the year 2014 and 81 per cent for the year 
2019) were much higher compared to those for Greece (53 per 
cent and 62.9 per cent respectively); indicating therefore that the 
employment rates for VET graduates in Greece remain relatively 
low. Graph 6.1 (below) reflects these findings: 

Furthermore, interestingly, based on OECD data, learners in 
Greece tend to graduate from VET programmes at a younger age 
than in the rest of the OECD. Specifically, 90 per cent of Greek 
upper secondary VET graduates are under 25 years old, against 
80 per cent on average for the OECD countries.45 Greece is also 
one of the few EU countries, however, to report an ‘income premi-
um’ for general education over VET for the individuals surveyed 
(Cedefop 2012). 

As already mentioned, the problems and barriers for the labour 
market entry of VET graduates in Greece is a relatively under-re-
searched subject. Yet, a few years ago, a large-scale project, which 
examined the review and the subsequent reform of a part of the 
Greek VET system, i.e., apprenticeships, delved, inter alia, into 
the labour market responsiveness of the apprenticeships offered 
mainly by the EPAS-OAED.46 Hence, the researchers involved 
in the project explored issues that hindered the labour market 
transition of EPAS graduates. 

The research concluded that there were rather minimal and 
informal procedures, which allowed apprenticeships to respond 
to or to anticipate labour market needs; and therefore, to facilitate 
the labour market entry of graduates. For instance, every year, 
in May, the EPAS approached private and public companies to 
identify company needs in VET specializations and to encourage 

45  For recent OECD data on education in Greece see OECD, 2020a. 
46  This and the next five paragraphs draw on Karantinos, Lalioti and 
Chrysakis (2017), Vergani et al. (2017) and Cedefop (2018). 
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them to offer apprenticeship positions. The selection of companies 
to participate in apprenticeship programmes was based on the 
labour market research conducted by the EPAS and the teach-
ers themselves; meetings (attended by representatives of EPAS-
OAED, social partners and chambers); and the development of 
personal networks between the EPAS teachers and employers. 
Hence, the selection of enterprises to participate in apprenticeship 
programmes was carried out on an ad hoc basis and through what 
essentially was an ‘unstructured’ labour market research. 

In a similar vein, in defining specializations, OAED considered 
both studies on labour market needs and trends, conducted by 
research centres and universities, and the opinions of the associa-
tions of EPAS teachers. Overall, the selection of the occupational 
profiles to be offered as apprenticeship specializations was not yet 
systematically aligned with labour market needs.

Teachers likewise updated curricula on an informal basis, to 
make them conform to labour market needs. The stakeholders 
interviewed argued that otherwise, the updating of curricula by 
the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs [more specifi-
cally by the Institute of Education Policy (henceforth IEP)] was 
extremely time-consuming. The readjustment of curricula required 
considerable time, as it involved a bureaucratic procedure by the 
foregoing Ministry and IEP. 

These delays, viewed in conjunction with technological advance-
ments and the failure to conform with these advancements on time, 
often resulted into out-of-date curricula. Furthermore, the curricula 
defined only the school-based component of learning, whereas the 
workplace component was missing. Overall, there was limited room 
to adapt, through formal channels, VET specializations and curricula 
to local labour market skill needs. Neither the outputs and outcomes 
of apprenticeship were regularly monitored and evaluated. 

In the light of these and other findings, interviewees made 
a series of suggestions for improving the responsiveness of the 
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apprenticeship system to labour market needs. These included 
the closer collaboration between the EPAS teachers and Public 
Employment Service (PES) offices, the need to update curricula 
and apprentices’ skills (including improvements in the combina-
tion of technical and horizontal/soft skills), and the promise that 
companies that took on apprentices would receive more publicity, 
among other things. In sum, the research highlighted a series of 
factors that resulted into the relatively weak connection between 
the apprenticeship system and labour market needs and under-
mined the job perspectives of graduates. 

The relevant bibliography corroborates such findings. Imped-
iments to connecting VET with the labour market are discussed, 
alongside the sociological stereotypes against being a VET stu-
dent and the complexity of the VET-related legal framework, as 
major problems with an impact on the overall VET attractiveness. 
The inadequate links between VET and labour market needs are 
reflected, inter alia, in the relative low employment rate of the un-
employed who attended training programmes. This rate is argued 
to be largely in line with the permanent inability of the Greek 
state to promote the unemployed into the domestic labour market, 
but also with the limited use at the workplace of skills acquired 
through training (Kokkos 2020: 11-12). 

The limited connection of a lot of VET diplomas to profes-
sional rights47 has been mentioned as another major obstacle to 
the labour market entry of VET graduates (Cedefop and EOPPEP 
2019). Illustrative of this weakness is that, despite the rapid growth 
of the construction sector in Greece, which took place before the 
2008 financial crisis, the gap in established professional rights for 
technicians of medium and low-level qualifications, who were 

47  Only IVT was linked to professional rights (licences), whereas some IVT 
programmes gave learners access to the next qualification level (post-sec-
ondary or tertiary level).
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engaged in the foregoing sector, seems to largely explain why 
student enrolment in the relevant EPAS specializations was rath-
er small (Cedefop 2014: 20). The lack of a complete system for 
the recognition and validation of the professional qualifications 
acquired through training, i.e., a system that would draw on the 
diagnosis of labour market needs and lead to the certification of 
qualifications and, finally, to the award of professional diplomas 
lies at the heart of the labour market transition problem faced by 
many VET graduates (Kokkos 2020: 13-14).     

The barriers in the labour market integration of VET graduates 
are also arguably associated, however, with the relative lack of 
adequate skills, that is skills which conform with the needs of 
enterprises at the national and local levels. Based on the findings 
of a survey conducted by the Hellenic Federation of Enterprises 
(henceforth SEV), 42.6 per cent of businesses mention the lack 
of appropriate skills and of work experience, as a reason for not 
being able to fill medium-level job vacancies (Nektarios 2020: 
23). Broadly speaking, SEV largely attributes this difficulty to the 
inadequacies of VET and the limited connection between VET 
programmes and real labour market needs (SEV 2020: 10).

The above should be viewed in conjunction with the rather 
minimal long-term interest of the Greek state and of the relevant 
authorities in the systematic collection of data on the demand and 
offer of skills in the domestic labour market. Despite exceptions 
(see e.g., one of the initiatives on this subject undertaken by SEV) 
(SEV 2013), the little attention paid to skills development and 
skills-related issues hindered for years the adoption of a long-term 
strategy for the educational programmes offered within VET (but 
also within the Greek educational system in total). The extensive 
dependence of the Greek VET system on European funds is argued 
to have resulted in interventions undertaken mainly on the basis of 
the absorption of these funds and not on the actual demands of the 
national and local labour markets in the country (Panitsidou 2008).
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The distance between reality and theory in terms of VET gov-
ernance is also relevant to the subject discussed here. For instance, 
VET Regional Committees are responsible for making suggestions 
to the Regional Councils for VET issues, and the connection be-
tween VET and the labour market. In practice, however, as also 
discussed in a previous part of the present study, the specializations 
offered by the EPAS (and EPAL) are determined by the teaching 
staff, after considering the existing laboratory equipment; and 
without essentially any extensive consideration of labour market 
needs (Nektarios et al. 2020: 21). 

That being said, we should keep in mind that VET is mainly 
supply-driven. This practically means that VET providers deliver 
what they have the capacity to deliver. At the same time, however, 
VET ‘consumers’, i.e., learners and families, are not sufficiently 
informed about which programmes and skills have a favourable 
return in the labour market (Cedefop 2020b: 30). The severe impli-
cations of the recent financial crisis (and currently of the Covid-19 
related crisis), as exemplified by the continuous worsening of 
labour market conditions in Greece, have likewise posed further 
challenges to the future labour market transition of VET graduates; 
but also, to enrolment goals and the overall VET system (Cedefop 
2018, OECD 2020b). 

Against this backdrop, during the last few years, we should 
acknowledge the effort made (albeit slowly) to improve the links 
between the VET system and the labour market. A major step in 
this direction was the establishment of the Mechanism for the 
Diagnosis of Labour Market Needs, operating under the auspices 
of the National Institute of Labour and Human Resources (hence-
forth EIEAD); that is a legal entity supervised by the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Affairs. The key objectives of the Mechanism 
include, inter alia, the analysis of the supply of, and demand for, 
occupational categories and skills, as well as the identification of 
training needs at the national and local levels. 
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Indeed, labour market information may be used, to inform, 
among other things, evidence-based policymaking in the field of 
VET. To this end, the Mechanism is expected, more specifically, 
to function as a systematic input, shaping continuous feedback 
loops between VET and changing labour market needs. The VET 
directorates of the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, 
as well as EOPPEP, could use, for instance, the Mechanism’s 
findings as a basis for updating VET qualifications, programmes 
and learning outcomes (Cedefop 2020b: 18). 

More recently, an effort has been also made, at least in a more 
systematic manner, to track VET graduates, as well as to trace the 
parameters that favour and/or hinder their labour market entry. 
Illustrative of these efforts are the surveys carried out by EOPPEP 
(with the cooperation of EIEAD),48 and by the ‘Centre for the 
Development of Educational Policy’ of the General Confederation 
of Greek Workers (henceforth KANEP-GSEE 2020). 

Both considered the labour market transition of IEK graduates, 
in line with a Council Recommendation (in November 2017), 
which invited member states to improve (by 2020) the availabil-
ity and quality of data concerning graduate activities. As briefly 
discussed below, these surveys explored issues such as the skills 
used by graduates at the workplace, the impact of certification 
upon employment rates, etc.  

Initial findings from the EOPPEP-EIEAD research stressed, 
for instance, the importance of skills certification. More specifi-
cally, IEK graduates who had received certification from EOPPEP 
scored three times higher, in terms of employment rates, than 

48  For the research conducted by EOPPEP and EIEAD also see http://
eqavet.eoppep.gr/epikairotita/diethnes-synedrio-me-thema-parakoloy-
thisi-tis-poreias-ton-apofoiton-tis-epaggelmatikis-ekpaidefsis-kai-katar-
tisis-stin-agora-ergasias-i-periptosi-ton-apofoiton-i-e-k-diapisto-
seis-kai-symperasmata  

http://eqavet.eoppep.gr/epikairotita/diethnes-synedrio-me-thema-parakoloythisi-tis-poreias-ton-apofoiton-tis-epaggelmatikis-ekpaidefsis-kai-katartisis-stin-agora-ergasias-i-periptosi-ton-apofoiton-i-e-k-diapistoseis-kai-symperasmata
http://eqavet.eoppep.gr/epikairotita/diethnes-synedrio-me-thema-parakoloythisi-tis-poreias-ton-apofoiton-tis-epaggelmatikis-ekpaidefsis-kai-katartisis-stin-agora-ergasias-i-periptosi-ton-apofoiton-i-e-k-diapistoseis-kai-symperasmata
http://eqavet.eoppep.gr/epikairotita/diethnes-synedrio-me-thema-parakoloythisi-tis-poreias-ton-apofoiton-tis-epaggelmatikis-ekpaidefsis-kai-katartisis-stin-agora-ergasias-i-periptosi-ton-apofoiton-i-e-k-diapistoseis-kai-symperasmata
http://eqavet.eoppep.gr/epikairotita/diethnes-synedrio-me-thema-parakoloythisi-tis-poreias-ton-apofoiton-tis-epaggelmatikis-ekpaidefsis-kai-katartisis-stin-agora-ergasias-i-periptosi-ton-apofoiton-i-e-k-diapistoseis-kai-symperasmata
http://eqavet.eoppep.gr/epikairotita/diethnes-synedrio-me-thema-parakoloythisi-tis-poreias-ton-apofoiton-tis-epaggelmatikis-ekpaidefsis-kai-katartisis-stin-agora-ergasias-i-periptosi-ton-apofoiton-i-e-k-diapistoseis-kai-symperasmata
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IEK graduates without certification. Furthermore, almost half of 
the graduates interviewed had already found a full-time job. The 
percentage of those who were still unemployed was 25 per cent. 
IEK graduates also managed, broadly speaking, to find a job that 
was relevant to their specialization. 

More recent results,49 from the same research, indicate that 
almost three out of four IEK graduates (71.8 per cent) worked 
following their graduation (approximately 76 per cent for men 
and 69 per cent for women).50 Additionally, once again, roughly 
three out of four IEK graduates reported that their first job was 
completely relevant or very relevant to their specialization. More 
than half IEK graduates have remained in their first work position 
and three out of four have a full-time post. 

Importantly, half of the unemployed IEK graduates reported 
that they did not manage to find a job relevant to their specializa-
tion. Specializations which lead to high rates of full-job employ-
ment include, inter alia, rescuers-ambulance crews, radiology and 
actinology assistants, and medical device technicians. It should be 
also noted that gender differences are pronounced in a series of 
findings, as exemplified by the much higher unemployment rate 
for female IEK graduates (27.43 per cent), compared to male IEK 
graduates (17.04). Overall, certification appears to improve the 
labour market transition and integration of IEK graduates.

Additionally, part of the EOPPEP-EIEAD research focuses 
on the interaction between employers and IEK graduates, as ex-
emplified by the data collected on the most common method uti-
lized to hire IEK graduates, namely taking into account their CVs. 

49  Released in December 2020 and presented at a round table in March 2021. 
50  The information included in this and the next two paragraphs is based 
on the presentation of the relevant findings. See https://www.minedu.gov.
gr/news/48249-01-04-21-diethnis-imerida-e-o-p-p-e-p and mainly https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=QwZrVqRA59Q  

https://www.minedu.gov.gr/news/48249-01-04-21-diethnis-imerida-e-o-p-p-e-p
https://www.minedu.gov.gr/news/48249-01-04-21-diethnis-imerida-e-o-p-p-e-p
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QwZrVqRA59Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QwZrVqRA59Q
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Interestingly, IEK graduates working as accountant assistants are 
the ones who are valued the most by employers, whilst certification 
is a key criterion for hires solely for half of the enterprises of the 
research sample (and only for specific specializations, such as 
health care assistants). EOPPEP is planning to develop a broader 
and more systematic tracking mechanism in the near future.   

In the case of the research carried out by KANEP-GSEE, the 
findings highlight, inter alia, that those who have found work, are 
mainly employed on fixed-term contracts; and, generally speaking, 
under what is termed as a ‘flexible’ form of employment.51 Access 
to social insurance is also regarded by IEK graduates as the most 
desirable feature when seeking a job; although the majority of 
respondents mentioned that they were often forced to accept a 
work position without the desired prerequisites.  

Lastly, according to the data included in the ‘Cedefop Skills 
Forecast for Greece’, in the short-term there may be shortages 
among the medium-qualified. VET graduates are largely classified 
as employees with a medium level of qualifications. Additionally, 
based on the relevant bibliography (see e.g., Cedefop 2012: 56), 
they are more likely to perform medium-skill (especially manual 
and technical) occupations. 

Hence, the future could bring new job opportunities for VET 
graduates. At the same time, we should keep in mind that the 
estimate of an increasing supply of higher educated workers may 

51  For the research conducted by KANEP see https://www.kanep-gsee.
gr/nea-anakoinoseis/-/deltio-typou-parousiasi-erevnas-kanep-gsee-di-
erevnisi-tis-metavasis-ton-apofoiton-iek-stin-apascholisi-sygkritika-stoi-
cheia-prosengiseis-ermineftikes-anafores/. Furthermore, see the presentation 
titled ‘Exploring the Transition of IEK Graduates to Employment: Com-
parative Data, Approaches, Interpretative References’ [in Greek] that took 
place on November 4, 2020. Accessible at https://www.esos.gr/sites/default/
files/articles-legacy/paroysiasi_ereynas_kanep-gsee_diereynisi_tis_metava-
sis_ton_apofoiton_iek_stin_apasholisi-1.pdf  

https://www.esos.gr/sites/default/files/articles-legacy/paroysiasi_ereynas_kanep-gsee_diereynisi_tis_metavasis_ton_apofoiton_iek_stin_apasholisi-1.pdf
https://www.esos.gr/sites/default/files/articles-legacy/paroysiasi_ereynas_kanep-gsee_diereynisi_tis_metavasis_ton_apofoiton_iek_stin_apasholisi-1.pdf
https://www.esos.gr/sites/default/files/articles-legacy/paroysiasi_ereynas_kanep-gsee_diereynisi_tis_metavasis_ton_apofoiton_iek_stin_apasholisi-1.pdf
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lead to some of the higher educated being employed in occupations 
at a lower level than the one they qualify for (Cedefop 2020a). 

Problems and barriers for the labour market entry of VET grad-
uates should be also viewed, however, in conjunction with the 
gender perspective on VET and the gender inequalities in the VET 
system, which are outlined below. Despite variation between coun-
tries and occupations (see e.g., Bertogg et al. 2020), quite extensive 
gender discrimination is another feature that, as discussed briefly 
in the next section, may distort the labour market opportunities 
of VET graduates (especially those of women).

6.4  A gender perspective on VET

According to Eurostat data for the year 2018, 44.6 per cent of 
all graduates from vocational programmes in upper secondary 
education in the EU-27 are female. In the case of post-secondary 
non-tertiary education this percentage goes up to 61.5 per cent. 
The respective percentages for that year in Greece are 36.6 per 
cent and 59.9 per cent. Table 5.1 (below) reflects this data.

Table 6.1 

Proportion of females among Vocational Education Programmes graduates 
(Year 2018, per cent)

 
Upper  

Secondary
Post-Secondary 

Non-Tertiary

EU-27 (¹) 44.6 61.5

Ireland 61.3 47.3

Finland 54.8 58.0

Luxembourg 51.2 12.7

Malta 50.5 93.9

Netherlands (²) 50.3 –

Denmark 48.5 38.6

France (³) 48.3 :
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Upper  

Secondary
Post-Secondary 

Non-Tertiary

Portugal 48.2 30.7

Spain 48.2 62.0

Belgium 47.7 50.3

Austria 45.5 75.5

Bulgaria 45.1 36.5

Slovakia 45.0 54.7

Croatia (²) 44.5 –

Slovenia (²) 44.4 –

Czechia 44.1 44.8

Latvia 43.6 63.8

Romania 42.2 66.2

Sweden 40.4 60.6

Germany 39.8 59.5

Italy (⁴) 38.7 51.5

Poland 38.4 76.6

Greece 36.6 59.9

Estonia 33.7 71.5

Hungary 33.1 52.0

Lithuania 32.1 54.6

Cyprus (⁵) 26.2 28.4

Iceland 33.2 32.8

Liechtenstein (²) 41.1 –

Norway 41.0 71.1

Note: ranked on upper secondary education.
(¹) �Post-secondary non-tertiary education: including 2016 data for Italy and 

2017 data for Cyprus; excluding France.
(²) Post-secondary non-tertiary education: not applicable.
(³) Post-secondary non-tertiary education: not available.
(⁴) Post-secondary non-tertiary education: 2016.
(⁵) Post-secondary non-tertiary education: 2017.
(⁶) 2017.

Source: Eurostat 
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Such data, indicating the lower rates of participation of women 
in upper secondary VET, should be seen alongside the much lower 
proportion of girls (37 per cent), compared to that of boys (63 per 
cent) in the student population of the EPAL, i.e., the educational 
units where most VET students is enrolled. More specifically, the 
number of EPAL students represents 34.6 per cent of the total stu-
dent body in upper secondary education in Greece. As discussed 
below, differences in the enrolment of men and women in the 
Greek VET system largely reflect the resilience of stereotypes 
about male and female occupations in the domestic labour market 
(e.g., technical occupations for men and services and health for 
women), but also about the broader roles of men and women in 
Greek society (Nektarios et al. 2020: 14-15). 

Differences in the activity rates by gender for VET graduates, 
such as the ones mentioned in the last part of the previous section, 
are also significant. These findings are confirmed by older research 
results. An example may be found in the outcomes of a research 
conducted under the auspices of the Pedagogical Institute, which 
showed, among other things, that there were large differences in 
the employment rates of male and female VET graduates52 (80.4 
per cent for men and 64.1 per cent for women) (Pedagogical In-
stitute 2008: 105). 

There are two major possible explanations for these differences. 
First, especially in the case of the 25–34 group of VET graduates, 
women are more likely to have significant family commitments, 
which means that they may opt out of the labour force, even tem-
porarily, delaying their career choices so as to have children. The 
second, but more problematic, explanation associates these differ-
ences with different employment opportunities for men and wom-
en. The main argument is that since employment opportunities are, 

52  The findings regard the second phase of the research, that is, six and a half 
years (2007) after the first phase of the research (2000–2001). 
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broadly speaking, fewer for women than for men, unsuccessful 
attempts to find employment could have discouraged women and 
led them to abandon the labour force (Cedefop 2012: 39-40). 

At the same time, however, there are research findings indicat-
ing that unemployed women having attended VET programmes 
in Greece believe that their participation in these programmes has 
been valuable in terms of tackling unemployment and providing 
them with support for entering and/or re-entering the labour market 
(Panitsidou, Vastaki and Valkanos 2012). Still, further research in 
this area is required.

A claim made in one of the few studies, which include infor-
mation on the gender perspective of the Greek VET system, is that 
VET is typified by more intense phenomena of gender inequality, 
compared to other educational levels in the country. Illustrative of 
the dominant gender inequality in the Greek VET system is, for 
example, the relatively more difficult access of women, compared 
to men, to the foregoing system both as professors and students 
(Research Centre for Gender Equality 2008). 

For years, the VET system in Greece has arguably reproduced 
gender inequalities.53 The more extensive participation of boys in 
this system largely reflects the higher attractiveness of VET for 
young men than for young women. Given, however, that VET 
students are, to a large extent, members of the lower and middle so-
cio-economic strata in the country, the relatively low attractiveness 
of VET for women is accompanied by significant implications for 
both the professional orientation and the labour market integration 
of women from the aforementioned strata. 

As already mentioned above, male and female VET students 
also choose areas of specialization, which reproduce the well-
known division between male and female-dominated sectors of 
the economy and professions. The most typical example of this 

53  This and the next paragraph largely draw on Paidoussi 2016: 22-28. 
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division is the high concentration of women in specializations that 
regard care, aesthetics and administrative services; versus the high 
concentration of men in specializations concerning construction, 
vehicle engineering and information technology. 

This situation largely reflects the ‘traditional’ association of 
VET with the model of the male employee who takes part in 
‘industry-related’ activities, which are supposedly more in line 
with the ‘natural abilities’ of men. As a result, the exclusion of 
women from a series of professions (and therefore professional 
paths) linked to VET becomes more acute (Giannakopoulou 1997; 
Sidiropoulou-Dimakakou 1997). 

Interestingly, the criteria used by male and female VET students 
for the selection of their specialization also appear to be quite 
different.54 Boys seem to be more influenced by factors such the 
family tradition in a specific occupation and the belief that a spe-
cialization will lead to a well-paid occupation. By contrast, in the 
case of girls the most important criterion for choosing a specific 
specialization is their belief that this is a choice that will help them 
find a job more easily. 

Against this backdrop, the lower participation of female stu-
dents in VET ends up being reproduced over time and contributes 
to maintaining a vicious cycle. This cycle is partly responsible 
for the fact that VET is held in low esteem by the Greek society. 

This data should be viewed in conjunction with the large dif-
ferences in the earnings of male and female VET graduates in 
Greece, which conform with broader labour market trends at the 
international and national levels. More specifically, the percent-
age of male VET graduates in the higher scale of income is much 
higher than that of female VET graduates in that scale. The rate 
of certification for women, meaning the percentage of women 

54  This and the next two paragraphs draw on Pedagogical Institute 2008: 60 
and Fotopoulos 2013: 144. 
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who have successfully participated in certification exams for the 
specialization they attended, is higher, however, than that for men. 
Broadly speaking, there doesn’t seem to be a direct connection 
between earnings and certification. 

Yet, we should keep in mind that gender inequality in VET is 
not a special feature of the Greek VET system (Sotiriadou 2005). 
As already mentioned at the beginning of this section, gender-re-
lated differences exist also at EU level. For instance, based on 
Eurostat data for the year 2018, close to half (48.4 per cent) of all 
upper secondary (ISCED-3) school pupils in the EU-27 follow 
vocational programmes. The share of males (54.6 per cent) is 
clearly higher than that recorded for females (41.8 per cent). 

Furthermore, between one-third and one-half of all graduates 
from upper secondary vocational programmes in the EU mem-
ber states are women. As already mentioned, their share averages 
44.6 per cent across the EU-27. When post-secondary non-tertiary 
education (ISCED-4) is taken into account, then the proportion of 
women among all graduates from the relevant programmes goes 
up to 61.5 per cent. 

Overall, women seem to prefer to attend general upper second-
ary education, which increases the chances of their enrolment in 
tertiary education. Additionally, individual preferences and cul-
tural factors seem to result in women being more likely to choose 
more general or academic educational paths (Cedefop 2012: 27). 

Still, the high labour market segmentation, based on gender, in 
Greece is difficult to deny. For example, while increasing (although 
still small) numbers of women are entering engineering, very few 
men in the country choose the low paid and low status occupations 
of nursery workers or childcare assistants. In Germany, however, 
the reverse is found; there are more male children’s nursery work-
ers than female electricians (Evans, 2006). 

Over the course of time, changes in the legislative framework 
governing VET in Greece have been argued to have affected the 
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participation of women in VET in an ambiguous way.55 An ex-
ample may be found in Law 4186/2013, which resulted in the 
abolition of many VET specializations that were dominated by 
female students (e.g., the health and welfare sector at the EPAL, 
hairdressing and aesthetics at the EPAS, etc.). 

The specializations abolished were included in the programmes 
of the Schools of Vocational Training (Sxoles Epaggelmatikis 
Katartisis, SEK),56 which had not been part, however, of the 
formal educational system and did not provide access to tertiary 
education. This change was assessed as being capable of encour-
aging female VET students to make different choices, compared 
to the past, in terms of specialties (i.e., move towards technical 
occupations). It may also encourage, however, the ‘entrapment’ 
of these students in educational directions with small recognition 
in the Greek labour market. 

Initiatives such as the so-called ‘Girls’ Day’, organized by 
OAED in 2019 in Athens (and also planned to take place in Thes-
saloniki in 2021), aim at decreasing gender inequality and, more 
specifically, at increasing the participation of women in the Greek 
VET system. Specialized ‘intervention units’ for girls may be suc-
cessful in encouraging them to become enrolled in specializations 
related to technical occupations and/or occupations that will be 
in demand in the future (e.g., occupations in the energy or the 
information technology sectors). 

Redesigning vocational guidance and career counselling at the 
school level is likewise expected to enhance the participation of 
women in VET, and especially their participation in VET special-
izations, which are ‘traditionally’ dominated by men (Nektarios et 
al. 2020: 32, 37). That being said, Greece is one of the countries 

55  This and the next paragraph draw on Paidoussi, 2016: 28. 
56  They are currently abolished. See e.g., https://www.eoppep.gr/teens/index.
php/spoudes_meta_to_gymnasio/26-sxoli_eppagelmatikis_katartisis 

https://www.eoppep.gr/teens/index.php/spoudes_meta_to_gymnasio/26-sxoli_eppagelmatikis_katartisis
https://www.eoppep.gr/teens/index.php/spoudes_meta_to_gymnasio/26-sxoli_eppagelmatikis_katartisis
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where vocational guidance and career counselling have played, 
overall, a minimal role in the selection of VET studies (European 
Commission 2011).  

Projects targeted at fostering gender ‘mainstreaming’ in VET 
are also crucial to boosting female participation in VET (in occupa-
tions related to dynamic sectors of the Greek economy). An exam-
ple is the ‘Gender-IT’ project, i.e., a two-year initiative co-funded 
by the European Union’s Lifelong Learning Programme, under 
the Leonardo da Vinci Action and implemented by seven partners 
(Greece included).57 The specific objective of the project was to 
build a sustainable multi-stakeholder network at a European level, 
which would actively foster gender mainstreaming in VET for the 
information and communications technology sector. 

Generally speaking, however, VET programmes have only 
occasionally given priority to the integration of female graduates 
in the labour market, and then mainly due the relevant EU policy 
priorities in that field, and not as a result of clearly identified 
needs in the domestic labour market (Galata undated). This needs 
to change. VET policies should become more sensitive to gender 
imbalances. 

6.5  A (very) brief concluding discussion

The present chapter focused on the Greek VET system, by out-
lining, in a succinct but comprehensive manner, key features of 
the aforementioned system and recent policy developments in this 
field. Problems and barriers to the labour market transition of VET 
graduates and a gender perspective on VET were also discussed. 

Hence, the chapter included, inter alia, information on the rel-
atively low appreciation of VET in Greece, the high complexity 

57  See https://www.efvet.org/portfolio-items/fostering-gender-mainstream-
ing-in-vet-for-the-ict-sector/. 
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and fragmentation of the domestic VET system and the way the 
latest VET reform (in 2020) was perceived by various actors. 
Additionally, the report shed light upon factors that hinder the 
labour market transition of VET graduates, as exemplified by the 
mismatch between curricula/VET programmes and labour market 
needs, but also gender-related parameters. As discussed in the last 
section of the chapter, the Greek VET system is dominated by 
men and, among other things, reproduces gender inequality (at 
the expense of women). 

Against this backdrop, more effort needs to be made towards 
two different but interrelated directions: first, the introduction of 
further actions targeted at enhancing the connection between VET 
programmes and real labour market needs at the national, regional 
and local levels; and second, the increase of female participation 
in VET. The accomplishment of such goals depends, however, 
on a series of issues concerning the broader situation in the do-
mestic labour market and the welfare state, as exemplified by the 
minimum wage, the employers’ participation in the VET system, 
the scope of guidance services offered to VET students and grad-
uates, the prevailing perception regarding the value of different 
qualifications, etc. 

That being said, in order to become more effective, VET pol-
icies should be, broadly speaking, designed (and viewed) in line 
with employment and welfare policies. To this end, more needs to 
be done, for instance, so as to expand the scope of the VET-related 
data kept by the Mechanism for the Diagnosis of Labour Market 
Needs (e.g., by focusing more on the skills of VET graduates). 
Next, this data should be utilized in a more systematic way as a 
basis for the regular updating of occupational skills profiles, VET 
programmes, etc. 
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YOUTH INCLUSION AND GENDER EQUALITY: 
FINDINGS FROM A YOUTH LABOUR MARKET 

SURVEY

Dimitris Katsikas

■

In the previous chapters we documented the conditions that young 
men and women face in the Greek labour market. The presenta-

tion was mostly based on statistical data and discussion of academic 
and policy literature. In this chapter, we complement the previous 
analysis with findings from a youth labour market survey conducted 
during the project. The survey’s principal aim was to document the 
experience of young people in the labour market, with an empha-
sis on: a) barriers to access and professional advancement, and b) 
impediments related to gender. The survey also recorded youth’s 
professional life aspirations and their views on the labour market 
and its institutions. 

7.1  Methodology and outline of the survey

The survey was carried out in May 2021 on a sample of 650 peo-
ple, aged 15 to 34. For the collection of the sample, quotas were 
used for gender, age group (4 sub-categories: 15-19, 20-24, 25-29, 
30-34 years old), geographical region (13 administrative regions 
-NUTS 2 classification) and level of urbanization (5 categories: 
rural, semi-urban, urban, large urban, urban complexes of Athens 
and Thessaloniki). Table 7.1 presents the breakdown of the sample.58

58  There was a slight deviation from the planned sample in the quotas for 
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Table 7.1 

Survey sample

Sample Percentage (%)

Age 15-19 144 22.2

20-24 165 25.4

25-29 168 25.8

30-34 173 26.6

Gender Male 336 51.7

Female 314 48.3

Region* Attica 234 36.0

Aegean islands, Crete 68 10.5

North Greece 184 28.3

Central Greece 164 25.2

Urbanization Big cities (Athens, Thessaloniki) 249 38.3

Semi-urban area (2.000-10.000 inhab.) 135 20.8

Other urban area (10.000-50.000 inhab.) 115 17.7

Urban area (>50.000 inhab.) 70 10.8

Rural area (<2.000 inhab.) 81 12.5

Total 650 100

*For conciseness, regions are presented according to the NUTS1 classification. 

In October 2021 a second wave (booster) took place, on a sam-
ple of 200 people of the same age group. The implementation of 
the second wave was deemed necessary in order to document in 
more detail the experience of young people that are employed. For 
this reason, the second sample, while keeping the above-mentioned 
quotas, was made up entirely by young people who work. As a 
result, we effectively have two distinct samples; one (comprising 

semi-urban and rural areas, with part of the target for semi-urban areas being 
covered by rural areas. The deviation is due to the difficulty respondents 
typically have in opinion surveys in distinguishing the “semi-urban” from 
other categories (e.g., urban, or rural).
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650 respondents) representative of young people 15-34, irrespec-
tive of their relation to the labour market and another (comprising 
511 respondents) representative of young people who work. In 
what follows, the first sample is used for questions addressed 
to all respondents irrespective of their employment status, while 
the second sample is used for questions addressed specifically to 
young people that are employed. Table 7.2 presents the breakdown 
of the second sample.

Table 7.2 

Sample of employed youth

    Total Percentage (%)

Age 15-19 35 6.8

20-24 128 25.0

25-29 171 33.5

30-34 177 34.6

Gender Male 263 51.5

Female 248 48.5

Region Attiki 188 36.8

Nisia Aigaiou, Kriti 50 9.8

Voreia Ellada 144 28.2

Kentriki Ellada 129 25.2

Urbanization Big cities (Athens, Thessaloniki) 204 39.9

Urban area (>50.000 inhab.) 59 11.5

Other urban area (10.000-50.000 inhab.) 86 16.8

Semi-urban area (2.000-10.000 inhab.) 91 17.8

Rural area (<2.000 inhab.) 71 13.9

Total   511 100

* For conciseness, regions are presented according to the NUTS1 classification.

In line with its objectives, outlined above, the survey was 
organized in the following seven sections: demographic profile, 
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current status and background, obstacles/ difficulties in entering 
the labour market, career advancement, gender aspect, and general 
attitudes regarding work and the labour market. In the remainder 
of this chapter, we present the main findings of the survey.

7.2  Current status and background of the respondents

7.2.1  Education

Figure 7.1 presents the respondents’ level of educational attain-
ment. The respondents were asked to state the level of education 
that they have completed so far. The data show that 42 per cent 
have completed mandatory (secondary) or upper secondary general 
studies education, with a minor percentage of 0.6 per cent having 
completed only primary education. Vocational education graduates 
either in (upper) secondary or post-secondary education make 
up 17.1 per cent of the sample, while 40.9 per cent are tertiary 
education graduates. Given the age profile of the sample these 
figures underestimate the level of educational attainment of Greek 
youth, in the sense that many respondents in the 15-24 groups are 
students and have not yet completed their studies. When we look 
at the older age groups (25-34) the share of mandatory or upper 
secondary general studies education graduates drops to 20.2 per 
cent, while that of tertiary education graduates rises to 60.4 per 
cent. Vocational education graduates make up 19.4 per cent of the 
sample for these age groups.

Turning to the content of the respondents’ studies, Figure 7.2 
presents the direction of studies for tertiary education graduates. 
The data show that the respondents are relatively equally distrib-
uted among three major directions: Business and Economy (in-
cluding Agronomics) and Information Technology (32.7 per cent), 
Natural Sciences, Engineering and Health (32.4 per cent) and Hu-
manities, Social Sciences, Education and Law (35 per cent). In 
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Figure 7.1 

Level of educational attainment
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addition to the shares in the total sample, Figure 7.2 presents data 
separately for men and women; the data indicate a gender-based 
segmentation in the orientation of studies. Social Sciences and 
Education are preferred by women (15.8 and 12.3 per cent vs 5.8 
and 6.7 per cent respectively for men), while Information Tech-
nology and Engineering are preferred by men (17.5 and 12.5 per 
cent vs 5.5 and 2.1 per cent respectively for women).

Turning to vocational education (Figure 7.3), we see that the 
fields of Health and Well-being (24.5 per cent) and Information 
Technology (17.3 per cent) are the most popular. The distribu-
tion of graduates in the other fields is overall balanced with most 
fields accounting for roughly 10 per cent of the graduates, with the 
exception of Nautical Professions and Mechanical Engineering, 
which seem to attract fewer students.  
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Figure 7.2 

Direction of studies, tertiary education graduates
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As was the case with the tertiary education, gender-based seg-
mentation seems to be present in vocational education as well. 
Health and Well-being, and Management and the Economy are 
preferred by women (37.5 and 14.6 per cent vs 14.5 and 6.5 per 
cent respectively for men), whereas Information Technology, and 
Electric Engineering, Electronics and Automation are preferred 
overwhelmingly by men (25.8 and 14.5 per cent vs 6.3 and zero 
graduates respectively for women). 
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Figure 7.3 

Direction of studies, vocational education graduates
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7.2.2  Current status

Next, we asked survey participants to tell us what they are current-
ly doing. Figure 7.4 presents their answers. Over 40 per cent of the 
respondents answered that they are studying, with roughly one out 
of five of them reporting that they also work. Of the remaining 60 
per cent who are not studying, 39.2 per cent are working, while 18 
per cent are unemployed. Respondents that do not work, study or 
look for a job, account for 1.8 per cent of our sample. 
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Figure 7.4 

Current status (%)
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As expected, there is considerable variation when the different 
age sub-groups are examined. Thus, 79.2 per cent and 44.8 per cent 
of respondents aged 15-29 and 20-24 respectively, are studying, 
while 45.2 and 62.4 per cent of those aged 25-29 and 30-34 re-
spectively, are working. After the age of 25, as more young people 
complete their studies and enter the labour market, the share of 
the unemployed begins to rise; in both the 25-29 and 30-34 age 
groups the share of unemployed respondents reaches 26 per cent 
compared to 3.5 per cent for those aged 15-19 and 13.9 per cent 
for those aged 20-24.

Differences are also observed along the gender dimension, par-
ticularly after the age of 25 (Figure 7.5). In the age group 25-29, 
women turn to the labour market more than men, who seem to take 
longer to complete their studies.59 As a result, the share of both 
employed and unemployed women is higher compared to that of 
men. However, higher labour market participation does not seem 

59  This delay may relate to the fact that many young men take a break in their 
studies to complete their military service, which in Greece is compulsory.
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to be the only reason for higher female unemployment. In the 
30-34 age group, the share of unemployed women is still higher 
compared to that of men (27 vs 24 per cent), while the share of 
men that work is higher than that of women (71 vs 62 per cent, 
taking into account those who work while studying). This means 
that women after the age of 25 face overall more difficulties than 
men in getting a job. These difficulties may contribute to the deci-
sion of some women (7 per cent) in the 30-34 age group to exit the 
labour market, a phenomenon not observed for male respondents.60 

7.2.3 Employment status

The next set of questions was addressed to employed respondents. 
The aim here was to describe the profile of the jobs that young 
people hold. In terms of the type of employment held, 62 .6 per 
cent of the respondents have full-time, indefinite duration con-
tracts, while another 14.1 per cent are also employed full-time, 
but for a fixed period of time. Roughly 20 per cent are employed 
part-time, either indefinitely (14.3 per cent) or for a fixed period 
of time (6.1 per cent). Finally, slightly less than 3 per cent of the 
respondents are in seasonal employment. Older respondents (30-34 
years old) report a substantially higher share of full-time, indefinite 
duration contracts (71.2 per cent), compared to the younger (20-
24 and 25-29) sub-groups (49.2 and 62.6 per cent respectively). 
Tertiary graduates report higher shares of full-time employment 
(82.8 per cent) compared to vocational and primary and secondary 
education graduates (75.9 and 65.7 per cent respectively), while 
the latter report higher rates of part-time employment. Finally, 
fewer Humanities, Social Sciences, Education and Law graduates 

60  Obviously, as has been previously discussed, this decision may also be due 
to family commitments and the perceived role of women in Greek society, 
see chapter 3.
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have full time, indefinite duration contracts (57 per cent) compared 
to Natural Sciences and Health and Economy and Information 
Technology graduates (71.1 and 75 per cent respectively).

Regarding the employment status, 82.4 per cent of the respond-
ents are employees, and 17.1 per cent are self-employed. The 
share of self-employment is higher for the older age group (30-
34), but there is no clear age-based pattern, as those aged 20-24 
report a higher share of self-employment than those aged 25-29. 
Older respondents are employed in greater numbers in the public 
sector, while a bigger share of respondents living in Athens and 
Thessaloniki work in the private sector. Finally, Humanities, Social 
Sciences, Education and Law graduates report a higher share of 
public sector employment.

Focusing on the gender dimension, we see that the share of 
women employed in the public sector is substantially higher than 
that of men, while there are more self-employed men than women 
(Figure 7.6). In terms of the type of employment, men report a 
somewhat higher share of full-time contracts, while a higher share 
of women respondents are employed in part-time jobs. Given that 
a large part of women respondents works in the public sector, 
where they are most likely employed full time, the larger overall 
share of women in part-time employment indicates that women 
employed in the private economy are far more likely than men to 
have part-time jobs. This is indeed verified by analysing further 
the data on atypical employment (Figure 7.7); after the age of 25 
the percentage of women in part-time and seasonal employment 
gradually increases well above that of men, with the difference 
reaching 17 percentage points after the age of 30. Given that sea-
sonal employment is distributed equally among the genders, the 
difference comes from the different shares of part time employ-
ment between men and women.
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Finally, a breakdown according to sector of employment seems 
to verify the statistical data presented in chapter 2. The top sectors 
of employment are Tourism and Food and Drink Services and Re-
tail and Wholesale Trade, with 15.5 and 15.3 per cent respectively. 
Health Services, Education and Professional and Scientific Ser-
vices, follow with shares slightly above 10 per cent (Figure 7.8). 

Figure 7.8 

Sector of employment
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The distribution to economic sectors does not seem to follow a 
pattern based on age, but there is substantial variation among sec-
tors. As expected, a higher share of younger respondents works in 
Tourism and Food and Drink Services; on the other hand, a higher 
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share of 30–to-34-year-olds works in the Retail and Wholesale 
Trade sector and in Health. Interestingly, the older age sub-groups 
(25-34) report their lowest shares in manufacturing (less than 3%).

Figure 7.9 

Sector of employment by gender
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In terms of other features, overall, the patterns observed are 
expected, e.g., primary and secondary education graduates are pre-
dominantly employed in Retail and Wholesale Trade, and Tourism 
and Food and Drink Services, respondents living in rural areas re-
port higher shares of employment in Agriculture, while inhabitants 
in the Aegean islands and Crete report higher shares of employ-
ment in the Tourism and Food and Drink Services. Finally, half 
of the Humanities, Social Sciences, Education and Law graduates 
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are employed in education. On the other hand, a gender analysis 
reveals a gender-based segmentation of the labour market (Figure 
7.9). Health Services and Education are dominated by women, 
whereas Transport Services and Logistics, Manufacturing and to 
a lesser extent Construction are dominated by men. 

7.3  Obstacles/ difficulties in entering the labour market61

7.3.1  The extent of the problem

To better document the status of young people in the labour market, 
we distinguished between their first job experience and the jobs 
related to the career they would like to pursue. As expected, the 
results for the respondents’ first job experience reveal that for most 
young people (approximately two thirds), their first job is some-
thing they do to earn some income, often while studying; they tend 
to have atypical jobs (part-time, temporary, seasonal) that have 
no relation to their studies or their future careers (Figure 7.10). 

A larger share of respondents in younger groups, compared to 
the 30-to-34-year-olds, work while studying, have atypical jobs 
and do work which is unrelated to their studies. Also, a higher 
share of tertiary graduates primarily from the fields of Humani-
ties, Social Sciences, Education and Law work while studying. 
Obviously, this type of work is not indicative of young people’s 
efforts to enter the labour market on a permanent basis, in line 
with their qualifications and aspirations. Therefore, we asked the 
survey participants how long it took them to find a job, related 
to the career they would like to pursue. The answers show that 

61   The questions in this section of the survey were addressed to participants 
who are either working or who are not currently employed but have worked 
in the past. Given the age profile of the sample, which includes many re-
spondents who have not yet looked for a job, the aim was to focus on youth 
who have some experience with the labour market. 
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Figure 7.11 

How long did it take you to find a job, related to the career you would like 
to pursue?*
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young people have a hard time securing jobs corresponding to 
their aspirations (Figure 7.11). 

More specifically, more than 40 per cent of the respondents 
faced great difficulties, as 22.7 per cent have not been able to find 
such a job at all, while another 18.3 per cent had to look for more 
than two years. Another 7.5 per cent report finding a job after 
looking for a period over a year, but less than two years.

Looking at the gender dimension, we see that overall, women 
have a much harder time than men finding a job related to their 
preferred careers (Figure 7.12). Close to 60 per cent of men found 
a job related to the career they would like to pursue in less than a 
year, compared to only 45 per cent of women. On the other hand, 
more than one out of five women needed more than two years to 
find such a job, and another 14 per cent had to look for more than 
a year; these percentages are substantially higher than those for 
men (14 and 4 per cent respectively). 
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Looking at other aspects of variation, it is worth noting that 
vocational training graduates find their preferred jobs faster com-
pared to both primary and secondary education, and tertiary educa-
tion graduates. Approximately 40 per cent of vocational education 
graduates, who look for a job related to a particular career, report 
finding such a job in less than three months, compared to 29 per 
cent of primary and secondary education graduates and 27 per 
cent of tertiary education graduates. On the other hand, tertiary 
education graduates report to a lesser extent failure to find a job 
related to their preferred career (17 per cent vs 27 and 34 per cent 
for vocational education, and primary and secondary education 
graduates respectively). Graduates from the fields of Humanities, 
Social Sciences, Education and Law also face more difficulties in 
finding their preferred jobs. Almost 30 per cent of these graduates 
cannot find a job related to the career they would like to pursue, 
while another 28 per cent report looking for more than two years 
before finding such a job. On the other hand, Natural Sciences and 
Health graduates seem to find their preferred jobs faster, with 57 
per cent of them reporting doing so in less than a year.

The difficulty of finding a job that meets the aspirations of 
young people is also demonstrated by the length of time young 
people remain in unemployment. Close to 60 per cent (58.1) of 
the respondents that are unemployed report that they have been in 
unemployment for over a year, while 20.5 per cent of them have 
been looking for a job for more than two years. Less than one 
out five (19.7 per cent) report being unemployed for less than six 
months. Unemployed women report a slightly higher incidence 
of long-term unemployment (more than a year) than unemployed 
men (59.7 vs 56.4 per cent respectively), but a substantially higher 
incidence of unemployment for more than two years (29.0 vs 10.9 
per cent), which means that being out of work for a long period of 
time affects the chances of women finding a job more than those of 
men. Belonging to different age groups does not seem to produce 
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a consistent pattern of variation, with the exception of unemploy-
ment for more than two years; in this category, older respondents 
report significantly higher shares compared to younger ones (31.1 
per cent for those aged 30-34 compared to 18.2 and 4.3 per cent 
for those aged 25-29 and 20-24 respectively). Finally, unemployed 
tertiary education graduates report substantially lower rates of 
long-term unemployment compared to unemployed vocational, 
and primary and secondary education graduates -with the latter 
being in a dire situation (75.8 per cent of the unemployed in this 
category are long-term unemployed).

The impact of the difficulties that young people face in entering 
the labour market is significant and seems to feed into their low par-
ticipation and employment rates documented in previous chapters. 
We tried to gauge this impact by asking the survey participants about 
their reaction when they could not find a job. A considerable share 
of respondents (13 per cent) said that they stopped trying and did 
nothing, while another 8 per cent left the country to find a job abroad 
(since these respondents have obviously returned, while many others 
have not, this percentage should be treated as a minimum threshold 
for the share of youth that opted to leave the country). Given that 
prolonged absence from the labour market increases the difficulty of 
getting a job, and that a large part of migrants is unlikely to return, 
a substantial part of Greek youth is lost to the Greek labour market. 
Another 15 per cent of respondents who had a difficult time finding 
a job, also leave the labour market to return to education, either at 
home (9 per cent) or abroad (6 per cent). Part of them, particularly 
from the latter group, may also not return soon (or at all) to the Greek 
labour market. Finally, it is interesting to note the most common 
reaction to the difficulty of getting a job, is to accept a position with 
lower qualifications (57 per cent), which in turn contributes to the 
phenomenon of skills mismatch.

The age and gender breakdown of the respondents’ reactions 
also yield some interesting findings. Thus, the 30-to-34-year-olds 
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report the highest share of accepting jobs below their qualifica-
tions (59 per cent). The ‘stop trying and doing nothing’ reaction 
is more common in the 20-24 age group (14 per cent), very likely 
facilitated by the support of their families and the lack of person-
al commitments. In this respect, it is interesting to note that the 
30-to-34-year-olds are more willing to move to another area of 
Greece (13 per cent) compared to the younger groups (6 and 5 
per cent for the 20-24 and 25-29 respectively). Finally, the age 
groups 20-24 and 25-29 go back to education more often, either 
at home or abroad. In terms of gender, an important finding is 
that the percentage of women reporting that they stopped trying 
and did nothing is twice as high as that of men (16 vs 8 per cent). 
Moreover, women accept jobs with lower qualifications more often 
than men, while men appear more willing to move abroad or to 
another area in Greece to find a job or to study.

The difficulties that young people face in joining the labour 
market and the way that they react to them, affect youth’s econom-
ic status and their broader life prospects. This is clearly illustrated 
by the fact that 57 per cent of the respondents say that they are 
financially supported by their families. While high percentages 
of positive replies may be expected for the 15-24 age groups, the 
results for the 25-34-year-olds are disturbing; 54 per cent of the 
25-to-29-year-olds and 38 per cent of the 30-to-34-year-olds say 
that they are still being financially supported by their families. 

7.3.2 Principal obstacles

We asked the survey participants to evaluate a list of factors as 
obstacles when trying to enter the labour market. The respondents 
were asked to assign a score on a 5-point scale for each factor, where 
1 is not considered an obstacle at all and 5 is considered a very 
significant obstacle. Based on the respondents’ evaluations (Figure 
7.13) we categorize the principal obstacles to labour market access 
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in three main groups: a. the impact of the crises, b. skills mismatch, 
and c. the lack of support for young labour market entrants. 

The ‘state of the economy’ and the ‘lack of job posts during 
the pandemic’ are rated second and third most important obstacles 
by respondents, receiving a score above 3 on our scale. Together, 
they demonstrate the impact that the broader economic conditions 
have on the labour market, particularly for young people seeking 
to find a job. We label this category ‘the impact of the crises’, 
because since 2009, the economic conditions in Greece have been 
overwhelmingly determined by crises; first the Greek debt crisis, 
which lasted for the better part of the 2010s, and then the pandemic 
and the economic crisis it created.

While the impact of the pandemic is explicitly stated, the im-
pact of the previous crisis can be seen through the combination of 
the respondents’ replies to different questions. Thus, the cross-tab-
ulation of the replies to the question inquiring about the length of 
time that respondents looked for a job (related to the career they 
would like to pursue) and to a question about the year that they 
were able to find such a job provides us with some interesting 
insights (Figure 7.14).

The data show that more than 80 per cent of the respondents 
that found a job before 2009, were able to do so in less than a 
year. For those that found a job between 2010 and 2014, the cor-
responding share drops to 72.4 per cent and for those who found a 
job after 2015 it declines even further to 60.5 per cent. At the same 
time, the share of people who needed more than two years to find 
a job, increased from below 10 per cent in 2009, to 20.5 and 28.3 
per cent for the periods 2010-2014 and post-2015 respectively.
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Which year did you find a job related to the career 
you would like to pursue? 
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The impact of the crisis is also demonstrated indirectly through 
the differences in the replies of younger respondents compared to 
older ones (30-34 years old), many of whom were able to a find a 
job before the crisis. As already mentioned in section 7.3.1, the old-
er age group differs in relation to its first job experience compared 
to the other age groups. Thus, for example, the age groups 15-24 
report to a much larger extent having to work while studying (65.9 
per cent) and working in atypical jobs (73.2 per cent), compared 
to the 30-to-34-year-olds (54.2 and 62.6 per cent respectively). 
These differences show that the economic conditions since the 
outbreak of the crisis and throughout the 2010s have been much 
more difficult for young people; younger cohorts have a greater 
need to work, even while studying, and their jobs are, for the most 
part, atypical (part-time, temporary, seasonal).

The second group of obstacles refers to the phenomenon of 
skills mismatch. Both vertical (overqualification) and horizontal 
skills mismatch are considered significant obstacles as they are 
assigned a score higher than 3 in the scale (Figure 7.13). More 
generally, the findings of the survey demonstrate that skills mis-
match is a significant issue for young people in the Greek labour 
market. We will explore related questions in more depth in the 
next section of this chapter, where we discuss career advance-
ment and job satisfaction. Here we present the replies to a broader 
question addressed to all survey participants, which speaks to the 
importance of skills mismatch as an impediment to labour market 
access. We asked survey participants whether they thought that the 
educational system in Greece had provided them with the skills 
they needed to join the labour market (Figure 7.15). 

Fewer than one in three respondents (31.9 per cent) replied 
positively. Although, as evidenced by the better evaluation of the 
three older age groups compared to the 15-19 group, people tend 
to have a more positive assessment of the educational system after 
they have worked for a few years, the numbers are still very low, 
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hovering around the one-out-of-three mark. Even if we exclude 
those who are uncertain, half of the respondents (49.7 per cent) 
do not believe that the educational system provides them with the 
skills they need, which clearly demonstrates a failure to connect 
the educational system to the labour market.

Finally, although our survey deals with the supply side of the 
labour market (which is to say its questions are addressed to cur-
rent and potential workers), it also yields findings which are of 
interest in relation to the demand side of the labour market (i.e., 
employers), regarding the skills mismatch issue. As noted in the 
introductory chapter, employers often report skill shortages in the 
labour market. However, skill shortages may also relate to the 
terms offered by employers and to the prospects job applicants 
associate with a particular post. To examine further this aspect of 
the skills mismatch issue, we included in the survey another set of 
questions, which investigated the incidence of job offer rejections 
by the respondents and the reasons for their decision. Almost half 
of the respondents (46.7 per cent) stated that they had rejected 
or not considered a job post over the last four years. Given the 
high level of youth unemployment in Greece, this percentage is 
surprisingly high and implies that the employment terms offered 
do not meet the candidates’ needs. Indeed, when asked to give 
the reasons for their decision, low pay and terms of employment 
(e.g., working hours, conditions of work) topped the list, while 
relevance to qualifications/skills was also given as a reason by 
8.6 per cent of the respondents. Further analysis reveals that a 
lower percentage of 30-to-34-year-olds have turned down a job 
offer, while inhabitants in rural areas report the highest incidence 
of job offer rejections. It is also worth noting that women report 
‘low pay’ and ‘geographical distance’ more often than men as the 
reason for rejecting a job offer, while men report ‘terms of em-
ployment’ and ‘lack of career prospects’ more often than women. 
Regarding age, ‘low pay’ is the most important factor for all age 
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groups, but it is less invoked as a factor for rejecting a job offer 
by older age groups. 

The third category of factors that inhibits the access of young 
people to the labour market, is what we have termed ‘lack of 
support’. From the replies shown in Figure 7.12, we see that re-
spondents consider the lack of work experience the most impor-
tant obstacle in their way towards employment. This relates to 
two other factors that also appear in the respondents’ evaluation 
as substantial obstacles, the ‘lack of support for the job seeking 
process’ and discrimination based on age. Taken as a whole, these 
replies show that young people are not supported in their transition 
from education to the labour market; lacking experience due to 
their age, they are not preferred by employers compared to other 
age groups (this applies particularly for the younger age groups in 
our sample, who attribute a higher score to the above-mentioned 
factors than the 30-to-34-year-olds). Oft-cited weaknesses of the 
institutional framework of the Greek labour market, mentioned 
in previous chapters of this study as well, could probably go a 
long way towards explaining the severity of this obstacle. Thus, 
for example, the lack of a comprehensive framework of Active 
Labour Market Policies (ALMPs), and the limited role of VET in 
the Greek educational system contribute to the lack of opportuni-
ties for gaining job experience, for example through internships 
and other related programmes.

A final note on the issue of discrimination. From Figure 7.13, it 
is clear that respondents, with the exception of age discrimination, 
do not consider this as a major obstacle in the labour market. This is 
somewhat surprising, particularly since in another question, almost 
two out of three respondents (64.5 per cent) state that they think 
discrimination is an important issue in the Greek labour market. 
The discrepancy may be due to various reasons. One possibility is 
that the respondents think that discrimination is a less important 
obstacle in accessing the labour market than it is for professional 
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progress once in employment; however, this interpretation is not 
borne out by their replies in other questions focusing on career 
advancement as we’ll see in the next section. Therefore, the most 
likely explanation is that discrimination is under-reported in the 
question regarding access obstacles. The under-reporting may be 
because respondents are unwilling to disclose that they have ex-
perienced discrimination themselves, or due to the composition 
of the sample, which, given the methodology employed for its 
selection,62 is very likely to under-represent certain population 
groups, which are more likely to experience discrimination in the 
labour market (e.g., immigrants).

7.4 Job satisfaction and career advancement

The questions reviewed in this section focus on the experience 
of respondents that have been able to find a job. The aim of the 
questions is to gauge their satisfaction with their current employ-
ment and to document their experiences and views regarding their 
professional advancement. A first set of questions inquires about 
job satisfaction (Figure 7.16). The replies show that 60 per cent 
of the respondents are satisfied with their salary, and two out of 
three (67.5 per cent) with their working hours. At the same time, 
only half (49.5 per cent) of them think that the career prospects 
in their current employment are good. 

Examining the responses in more detail, we observe that 
respondents in the age group 30-34, women, those in atypical 
employment and those employed in Professional and Scientif-
ic Services, appear less satisfied with their salary. On the other 
hand, respondents from the Aegean islands and Crete and those 

62  The sample was drawn from official registries and linked with access to 
a phone line; the survey was conducted through Computer Aided Telephone 
Interviewing (CATI).
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employed in the public sector appear more satisfied with their pay. 
In terms of working hours, the youngest age group (15-19) appear 
more satisfied compared to other age groups; the same is true for 
public sector employees and for the Economy and Information 
Technology graduates.

Finally, career opportunities in their current employment ap-
pear poorer to the youngest age group (15-19), to primary and 
secondary education graduates, to Humanities, Education, Social 
Sciences and Law graduates, to the self-employed, to those who 
work in the Education and Tourism and Food and Drink Services, 
and to those in atypical forms of employment. 

A second set of questions focused on the evaluation of the 
respondents’ career advancement and the factors that affect it. 
More specifically, survey participants were asked whether they 
are satisfied with the progress of their career to-date (Figure 7.17). 

Figure 7.17 

Satisfaction with career advancement 
(Are you satisfied with your career advancement so far?)
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More than half of the respondents appear satisfied (57 per cent), 
while 17 per cent say that they are dissatisfied; one out of four 
replies that they are neither satisfied nor dissatisfied. Looking 
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more closely at the results, we see that, as expected, respondents in 
the 30-34 age group appear more satisfied with their professional 
progress compared to the 25-to-29-year-olds.63 Also, as expected, 
full-time employees and employees on indefinite time contracts 
report higher shares of satisfaction compared to employees work-
ing on part-time and fixed-time contracts. It is also interesting to 
note that almost three out of four self-employed respondents (72 
per cent) appear to be satisfied with their professional progress, 
compared to 62.5 per cent of public sector employees and just over 
half (51.4 per cent) of the private sector employees. Finally, ter-
tiary education graduates are more satisfied with their professional 
advancement compared to vocational education, and primary and 
secondary education graduates, who are the least satisfied (less 
than 50 per cent). Finally, more than two out of three Economy and 
Information Technology graduates appear satisfied, while those 
who studied Humanities, Social Sciences, Education and Law, 
report the lowest satisfaction rate (52.3 per cent). 

What are the reasons for the respondents’ dissatisfaction? We 
asked the survey participants to rate a number of factors on a five-
point scale (Figure 7.18). The respondents’ replies demonstrate 
patterns common with those observed in the answers to the barriers 
to access question. Thus, as was the case with obstacles to labour 
market access, there is a group of factors that could be labelled 
‘lack of support’. Here we find the lack of work experience, which 
was cited as the second most important obstacle for professional 
advancement. This obstacle can be related, as was the case before, 
to age discrimination, which is again cited as the most important 
type of discrimination, and the lack of support, this time not for 
the job-seeking process, but for people that must take care of de-
pendent family members. The lack of public policy support, more 

63  We did not address this question to the younger age groups, since it is 
unrealistic to talk about a ‘career’ below the age of 25. 
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relevant for addressing this type of obstacles, is ‘complemented’ by 
the lack of support by employers. At the first and third place of the 
respondents’ ratings, we find factors that relate to the employers’ 
side; more specifically, lack of career development and learning 
opportunities are considered significant barriers to professional 
advancement. 

Skills mismatch is also reported as a barrier even after entry into 
the labour market; it is ranked fourth. A related, interesting finding 
is that lack of interest on the side of respondents is also mentioned 
as an obstacle of some importance. This is not unexpected given 
the replies to previous questions on first job experiences, job sat-
isfaction and the reaction to difficulties in finding a job related to 
the career respondents would like to pursue. It seems that some 
respondents unsatisfied with their jobs, do not put much effort in 
progressing in their current employment; this in turn means that 
some young people find themselves in a vicious cycle where dis-
satisfaction with their jobs and the consequent lack of effort trap 
them in an unsatisfactory employment status with little prospects 
for improvement. In this context, skills mismatch appears to be 
an important aspect, particularly since employers do not seem to 
offer adequate learning opportunities to their employees. 

More generally, the survey confirms the existence of an extensive 
skills mismatch problem. The respondents report a high incidence 
of overqualified employment (60.6 per cent), and substantial levels 
of horizontal skills mismatch (less than 50 per cent say that their 
job is relevant to their educational qualifications) (Figure 7.19). 

An analysis of the vertical dimension of skills mismatch (over-
qualification) based on educational attainment shows that low ed-
ucational credentials (primary & secondary education) are associ-
ated with fewer mismatch perceptions. On the other hand, given 
their lack of specialized knowledge, the overall percentage of 
respondents in this category who report a vertical skills mismatch 
(56.9 per cent) seems surprisingly large. This result could be ex- 
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Figure 7.18 

Obstacles to professional advancement 
(My career advancement has not been satisfactory so far because…”. Rate the 
following factors on a scale from 1 to 5 according to their importance, 1 not 
being important at all and 5 being very important)
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Discrimination: Age

Discrimination: Gender

Discrimination: Nationality

Discrimination: Parenthood

Discrimination: Race
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plained to some degree by the personal bias argument (people 
overestimate their qualifications), but it could also reflect the fact 
that the jobs young people secure have such low requirements that 
even workers with compulsory or secondary-level qualifications 
feel overqualified. The answers provided by respondents with vo-
cational education and training (VET) are also surprising, as they 
seem to report a mismatch more often than those with tertiary 
education qualifications (63.4 per cent vs. 51.3 per cent respec-
tively). Employees in the private economy and those in atypical 
employment report a higher incidence of overqualification. 
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Finally, looking at the sectors where the respondents are em-
ployed (Figure 7.20), we see that, as expected, respondents em-
ployed in the Retail and Wholesale Trade, and in Tourism and Food 
and Drink Services, report the highest rate of vertical mismatch, 
along with Other Services. 

In terms of horizontal mismatch, we observe an age-based 
pattern whereby horizontal skills mismatch is high in the 20-to-
24-year-olds (47.2 per cent) and then declines as we move to 
older age groups. Moreover, notable differences are observed 
between the big urban areas (Athens, Thessaloniki, and other 
major cities) and smaller urban areas, with the former exhibit-
ing lower percentages of reported mismatches than the latter. In 
addition, atypical forms of employment (part-time/seasonal) are 
associated with a higher incidence of horizontal mismatch (56.9 
per cent) than full-time employment (34.1 per cent). The analysis 
per sector of employment reveals that, once again, respondents 
employed in Retail and Wholesale Trade, and in Tourism and 
Food and Drink Services report considerably higher rates of hori-
zontal mismatch compared to all other sectors (66.6 per cent and 
58.5 per cent respectively). Disaggregation in terms of educa-
tional attainment (Figure 7.21),64 shows that, as with the vertical 
mismatch, vocational training graduates report a substantially 
higher incidence of horizontal mismatch compared to tertiary 
education graduates (46.4 per cent vs 35.1 per cent respectively). 
Given their specialized training, this finding is rather surprising 
and points to a mismatch between the curricula of professional 
training programmes in Greece (which are developed with little 
input from the employers’ side) and the needs of the economy.

64   The data presented refer only to vocational and tertiary education grad-
uates, as primary and secondary education graduates do not have a field 
specialization.
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Finally, to obtain the respondents’ overall impressions based on 
their experience to date, we asked them whether they would choose 
a different field of study if they could start all over again. More 
than one in three respondents (34.7 per cent) answered positively. 
It is interesting to note that for the older age group (30-34), who 
have several years of work experience, the percentage of positive 
answers (38.5 per cent) is higher than the overall average. Of 
course, this answer is not necessarily the result of a negative mis-
match experience; it could also indicate a re-evaluation based on 
knowledge acquired about more promising professional avenues 
than the one chosen. Still, this finding, combined with the fact that 
roughly one in three respondents in the 15-24 age groups, who do 
not yet have extensive work experience, also answer positively, 
implies a problem with the way young people make their educa-
tional and career choices and it indicates an obvious failure on the 
part of the current educational/professional orientation services.

7.5  Gender discrimination

As noted in the introduction, the research carried out in this project 
puts an emphasis on the gender dimension of youth labour market 
integration. In the previous sections, gender-based analysis was 
performed for all aspects of youth participation in the labour mar-
ket and the results were reported whenever the analysis showed 
that young women’s integration in the labour market differed to 
that of young men. In this section we examine the role of gender 
more directly by looking at gender discrimination in the labour 
market. We asked the survey participants to tell us whether they 
have experienced gender discrimination in the workplace (Figure 
7.22). As was the case with the respondents’ replies regarding the 
obstacles in labour market entry and career advancement, gender 
discrimination while present, does not seem to be widespread, as 
only 8.2 per cent of the respondents answered in the affirmative.
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Having said that, when we compare these results with the re-
plies of groups of respondents that are not employed (e.g., people 
that have worked in the past but do not work anymore, or the 
unemployed), we see that positive replies increase substantial-
ly (more than double for the former group (18.7 per cent), and 
triple for the latter group (24.6 per cent)). 65 One interpretation 
for this large difference is that the respondents who are currently 
employed may be afraid to report discrimination in the survey. 
Another explanation could be that the employment status, e.g., 
being unemployed or economically inactive, is causally related to 
gender discrimination, as people who have experienced it may be 
unwilling to consider jobs where they feel they are likely to expe-
rience discrimination again, or may simply become disappointed 
and exit the labour market.

As expected, the share of young women reporting gender dis-
crimination is much higher than that of young men (11.3 vs 5.3 per 
cent). This is also the case for respondents who are not currently 
employed (but have worked in the past) and for the unemployed. 
For the former group the share of women reporting gender discrim-
ination is 22.1 per cent (vs 15.5 per cent for men), and for the latter 
33.3 per cent (vs 15.6 per cent for men). These findings indicate 
that the incidence of discriminatory behaviour is non-negligible. 
Also, there seems to be little doubt that women experience gender 
discrimination far more often than men. More research is needed to 
establish a potential causal relationship between the employment 
status and gender discrimination. Finally, looking at other aspects 
of our sample, we see that a higher share of people in the 25-29 
age group, of tertiary education graduates and of employees in the 
private economy, report gender discrimination. 

65  It must be noted that the number of people in these groups is low, and that 
they do not constitute representative samples of their respective populations. 
Accordingly, more research is needed to provide more robust support for 
these findings.
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Next, we inquired the survey participants about the type of 
gender discrimination they have experienced (Figure 7.23). The 
results show that gender discrimination is primarily expressed as 
payment discrimination, as the first and second most common re-
plies refer to the lack of pay increases and the differential payment 
between sexes for similar work. A second category of discrimina-
tory practices, comprising the next three most common replies, has 
to do with career advancement. Learning opportunities, important 
assignments and promotions are essential for professional pro-
gress; the respondents that report gender discrimination feel that 
their career advancement is undermined as they are denied these 
opportunities. Finally, one out of three respondents that have expe-
rienced discrimination report gender-based harassment, while one 
out of five believe that having dependent children has adversely 
affected their professional progress.

Unfortunately, due to the low number of participants reporting 
gender discrimination, it is not possible to analyse these find-
ings on the basis of gender. However, there is another question 
that can help us understand the different levels of discrimination 
experienced by men and women in the workplace. Figure 7.24 
presents a gender-based analysis of the replies to the question on 
the career advancement obstacles reviewed before in section 7.4. 
From the replies, it is evident that young women are more suscep-
tible to discrimination, as they assign a higher score to all types 
of discrimination. Effectively, this means that women experience 
discrimination more intensely than men in all other respects too 
(e.g., race, nationality, parenthood, etc.). 
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7.6  Attitudes about the world of work

In a final section of our survey, we posed a set of broader questions 
to the survey participants, about their attitudes regarding the Greek 
labour market and their place in it (Figure 7.25).66 Dividing the 
questions in thematic categories, we can analyse the replies in a more 
coherent manner. More specifically, the questions could be grouped 
into three broad categories: a. the state of the labour market, b. the 
respondents’ place in the labour market, and c. structural trends. The 
first group comprises questions on discrimination, the link between 
the educational system and the labour market, and the trade unions. 
The overall picture is not encouraging; almost two out of three 
respondents (65 per cent) believe that discrimination is a serious 
issue, less than one in three respondents (31 per cent) believe that 
the educational system provides them with the necessary skills to 
enter the labour market and only one out of four respondents trust 
the labour unions. The replies in the discrimination and educational 
aspects have already been discussed in previous sections. Here, 
we delve a little deeper into the attitudes towards the trade unions.

The data show that men, employees in the private sector and 
those on fixed-time contracts trust more the labour unions, as do 
those who work in the Manufacturing and Construction sectors, 
and in the Tourism and Food and Drink Services sector. Still, it 
has to be noted that with the exception of the manufacturing and 
construction sectors mentioned above, in all other analyses (e.g., 
by gender, educational attainment, type of employment, level of 
urbanization, etc.) the share of respondents stating that they trust 
trade unions is never higher than the one out of three. This shows 
a widespread mistrust for trade unions among young people in 
Greece irrespective of their socio-economic features or the type 
of their employment.

66  The section also includes a few questions about the respondents’ expe-
riences, which have already been presented in other parts of this chapter. 
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The second category of questions investigates the views and 
aspirations of respondents on a personal level. There are a number 
of interesting findings that should be mentioned here. First, it is 
clear that for young people the balance between work and family 
life is very important; 68 per cent think it is more important than 
professional success, with only 13 per cent disagreeing with this 
statement. When asked about their preferred or potential careers 
we see that almost half (49 per cent) would consider starting their 
own business, while roughly one out of three (36 per cent) would 
prefer working in the public sector. These preferences display both 
age and gender-based patterns; respondents in the older age group 
(30-34 years old) are more inclined to work in the public sector and 
less inclined to start their own business compared to respondents 
in the younger age groups, while women prefer working in the 
public sector and are less inclined in starting their own business 
than men. It is also interesting to note that tertiary education grad-
uates appear less willing to start their own business compared 
to graduates of other educational levels. Finally, almost one out 
of three respondents (30 per cent) state that they are thinking of 
leaving the country in the coming years, while another 13 per 
cent is undecided. Again here, there is a clear age-based pattern 
emerging, as the 30-to-34-year-olds appear far less willing to leave 
the country (only 15.6 per cent consider it) compared to other age 
groups; for the younger groups (15-24) the share of respondents 
thinking of leaving the country is almost 40 per cent. Also, a larger 
share of men and those in atypical forms of employment consider 
leaving the country, while it is interesting to note, that contrary 
to the profile of those that left the country during the crisis, now, 
primary and secondary education graduates appear more willing 
to leave the country compared to tertiary education graduates (33 
vs 25.9 per cent respectively).

The third category of questions inquired the respondents’ views 
concerning the pandemic and the role of technology in relation 
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to human employment. The latter has come to the fore of public 
discourse in view of the developments that took place during the 
pandemic, while the digital transition is a widely acknowledged 
public policy objective both for the Greek government and the 
EU. The respondents seem rather sanguine in view of these chal-
lenges. Less than one out of five (19 per cent) think that the pan-
demic will have permanent effects on the labour market, while 
less than one in three think that technology will be a threat for 
human employment in the future. Those that appear worried to a 
greater extent about the role of technology are those in atypical 
forms of employment, those employed in health services and by 
a large margin, compared to the other educational categories, the 
vocational education graduates (46.4 per cent vs 29.2 and 24 per 
cent for primary and secondary education, and tertiary educa-
tion graduates respectively). Women and vocational education 
graduates appear more worried about the long-term effects of the 
pandemic, while public sector employees and those employed in 
the Economy and Information Technology sectors do not seem 
to worry. Finally, it is interesting to note that only 7.6 per cent of 
those employed in education believe that the pandemic will have 
permanent effects on the labour market, despite the fact that this 
sector has been heavily affected by the pandemic in ways that are 
widely acknowledged to have more permanent effects. 

7.7  Summary and conclusions

In this chapter, we presented the principal findings of a youth 
survey, whose main objective was to explore the factors that in-
hibit youth’s integration in the labour market, with an emphasis 
on gender related obstacles. The survey has produced interesting 
findings, some of which provide further support for things that 
we already knew or suspected, while others provide insights that 
need to be further researched. 
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The survey’s first contribution is the documentation of the ex-
tent of the difficulties that young people encounter in their effort 
to join the labour market. To this end, we distinguished first job 
experiences from the respondents’ efforts to find a job related to 
the career they would like to pursue. Given that, as shown by the 
respondents’ replies, first jobs tend to be temporary, atypical and 
unrelated to their studies, what is more important is to look at the 
difficulties young people face in trying to get a job that leads to a 
path of professional development. The replies show that only half 
of the respondents were able to find such a job in less than a year, 
while more than one out of five have not been able to find such a 
job at all. The result is that young people exit the labour market 
or accept jobs which require lower qualifications than those that 
they possess. Those that continue their job search also face great 
difficulties; close to 60 per cent of the unemployed respondents 
are long term unemployed. 

These findings demonstrate the extent of underutilization of 
youth’s human capital. This represents a significant loss for the 
economy and an impediment for sustainable growth, but it is also 
detrimental for the youth’s own prosperity and prospects. This is 
illustrated by the degree of the respondents’ financial dependence 
on their families, which continues to be alarmingly high even in 
the older age groups; more than half of the 25-to-29-year-olds 
and close to 40 per cent of the 30-to-34-year-olds report being 
financially supported by their families. 

Why do young people face such difficulties integrating into 
the world of work? The respondents’ replies showed that these 
difficulties are due to: a. the state of the economy, b. the incongru-
ity between the educational qualifications and skills of the youth 
and those required by the economy, c. the lack of support for the 
transition and integration into the labour market and d. factors 
related to gender. 
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The continuous crises have led to a deterioration in the labour 
market conditions, as documented by the survey; respondents tend 
to work at younger ages than was the case before. Their jobs are 
more atypical and unrelated to their studies and have to look for 
longer to find a job related to their preferred careers, compared 
to older respondents, many of whom found their job before the 
crisis. The adverse economic conditions may also help explain 
why respondents employed in the private economy report lower 
job and career advancement satisfaction rates.

Another explanation for this finding, could be the incongruity 
between the educational qualifications and skills of the youth and 
those required by the economy; respondents working in the private 
economy report substantially higher rates of skills mismatch. More 
generally, the respondents’ replies show that skills mismatch is 
widespread in both its vertical and horizontal dimensions. The 
sources of the problem are to be found in both sides of the market. 
On the supply side, it appears that there is a systemic failure to 
inform youth about different occupations and career prospects; as a 
result, respondents often prefer studies in fields which are shown to 
have poor professional prospects compared to other specializations 
(e.g., Humanities, Social Sciences, Education and Law). Rather 
surprisingly, vocational education graduates also report high rates 
of skills mismatch which demonstrates the poor design of VET 
programmes and their failure to address actual market needs. 

On the other hand, despite the difficulties they face in finding 
a job, almost half of the respondents have rejected job offers in 
recent years, mainly due to low pay and unsatisfactory terms of 
employment. This finding, combined with the dissatisfaction that 
employed respondents feel with the learning and career develop-
ment opportunities offered to them by their employers, demonstrate 
that part of the blame for the skill shortages for which employers 
often complain, should be attributed to them. This of course is not 
a simple problem of ‘bad intentions’; the sources of the employers’ 
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behaviour are primarily due to the structural features of Greek 
businesses, such as their small size, their introversion and their 
specialization in low value-added activities. Lack of scale, invest-
ment and innovation, limit their growth potential and undermine 
their ability to provide better salaries, terms of employment and 
learning opportunities. 

The survey findings illustrate the lack of support both for enter-
ing and remaining in the labour market. The lack of a counselling 
mechanism for students’ educational and professional choices be-
fore they leave school becomes evident by the respondents’ replies 
on the skills mismatch issue discussed above, but also in their 
highly negative overall appraisal of the preparation they receive 
from the educational system for their entry into the labour market. 
In addition, the survey participants also report lack of support for 
the job-seeking process. The combination of poor educational and 
professional choices and the lack of experience, leave the young 
with the impression that they are being discriminated against, 
due to their age, and contributes to the problems of prolonged 
unemployment and labour market exit. It also contributes to the 
acceptance of jobs with lower qualifications or unrelated to their 
studies, which in turn leads some of them to a vicious cycle of 
low job satisfaction, lack of effort and unsatisfactory professional 
progress. The lack of support for dealing with dependent family 
members once in employment, also exacerbates feelings of dis-
satisfaction with one’s career advancement. These problems show 
that young people in Greece not only face obstacles in entering the 
labour market, but also in their effort to build a successful career 
path, once employed.

Young women experience both types of problems more in-
tensely. Before the age of 25, our survey participants do not report 
substantial gender-based differences in terms of their employment 
status. However, after the age of 25 things seem to change. Women 
tend to complete their studies and join the labour force sooner 
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than men. As a result, they report a higher employment rate, but 
also experience a higher unemployment rate than men. After the 
age of 30, things become more difficult, as the share of employed 
women drops well below that of men, while the share of unem-
ployed women continues to be higher than that of men. Also, after 
the age of 30, 7 per cent of our female respondents report exiting 
the labour market. Given that these women do not participate in 
education either, it is likely that this is not a temporary exit, but 
a more permanent one induced by disappointment, new family 
commitments, or a combination of both. Unfortunately, we cannot 
delve deeper into this issue, as the reasons for this decision are 
not examined in the survey. 

When employed, women are more likely to work part-time 
than men and are less satisfied than men with the compensation 
they receive. In-work problems become more evident when we 
examine the issue of discrimination; unsurprisingly, a larger share 
of employed female respondents report having experienced gen-
der discrimination than men. Both the share of women reporting 
discrimination and the difference with men become substantially 
larger when we examine women currently out of employment, or 
unemployed. Although more research is needed in this respect, 
these tentative findings imply that either employed female re-
spondents understate the discrimination they face, or that dis-
crimination leads women out of employment for longer periods 
of time or even permanently. Another very interesting finding is 
that employed women rate all types of discrimination as more 
important obstacles to career advancement than men. If this is 
an indication that women experience more intensely all types of 
discrimination, the implication is that gender functions as a sort of 
‘filter’ for all other types of discrimination, leaving women overall 
more exposed to discriminatory behaviour.

Overall, the survey paints a grim picture of the experience of 
young people in the Greek labour market. Under these conditions, 
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for a large part of Greece’s youth, attaining their overwhelming 
priority, work-family life balance, seems almost impossible. It is 
therefore not surprising to find that almost one of three are thinking 
of leaving the country in the coming years. Combined with the 
youth already lost during the previous decade that would inflict a 
serious blow to the country’s efforts to revive its economy. 
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Anne Hege Strand and Ragnhild Steen Jensen

■

8.1  Introduction

The three Scandinavian countries, Denmark, Norway and Swe-
den,67 are frequently held as “model societies” with respect to 

important social policy areas like gender equality and labour market 
integration. This part of Northern Europe has attracted positive atten-
tion from the rest of the world because they have demonstrated good 
results in terms of growth, employment, competitiveness, gender 
equality, living conditions and egalitarianism, compared to other 
countries. The ability to combine economic efficiency and equality 
has elicited particular interest. Several factors explain the success 
achieved by the so-called Nordic model. Institutional mechanisms 
such as the welfare and educational systems, collective bargaining 
institutions and level-headed economic policymaking are under-
pinned by trust, social capital and social investment. Furthermore, 
favourable outcomes, like rising prosperity, high employment and 
low inequality cannot be understood without taking the close rela-
tionship between economic, labour and social policy into account 
(Dølvik, Fløtten, Hippe & Jordfald 2014). 

67  Scandinavia consists of the three countries Denmark, Norway and Sweden. 
To the Nordic countries belong in addition Finland, Iceland and Greenland, 
as well as the Faroe Islands and Åland. 
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In this report, we will look at two specific aspects of the 
Scandinavian countries, namely the integration of women and 
the integration of young people into the labour market. We will 
both present statistics that illustrate the labour market situation of 
women and young people, and describe welfare policies, labour 
policies and educational policies that help facilitate the labour 
market integration.

8.2  The Nordic model

The Nordic countries share several features, and this has given rise 
to the concept of “the Nordic model”. Extensive welfare states, 
small open economies and an organised working life are three key 
characteristics. According to Dølvik (2013), the Nordic model rests 
on three interdependent pillars. First, a macroeconomic policy 
prioritising high employment in combination with low inflation. 
This combination has been important for being able to have a func-
tioning export industry. Second, the labour market is regulated by 
a tripartite agreement and collective agreements. The cooperation 
between local and national authorities, employer organisations 
and trade unions ensures that different interests are heard when 
it comes to labour policies. This collaboration has, among other 
things, facilitated a wage policy characterised by central negotia-
tions and where the different parties take into account the macro-
economic situation of the country. Third, a tax-financed welfare 
system has had as its aim the generating of income and health 
security for the population, across the life course. Equality and 
equal opportunities for everyone, independent of socio-economic 
background, has been a key element. This is achieved through a 
universal social welfare state providing basic income security as 
well as publicly produced free or state-subsidised welfare and 
health services. An important part of the Nordic model is a family 
policy supporting dual-earner families and a high degree of gender 
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equality through a system of state-financed kindergartens and free 
education. At the same time, the social insurance system is based 
on a so-called “work-line policy”, where the economic foundation 
of the model rests on high employment levels and on tax income, 
generated mainly through the full employment strategy. Keeping a 
high share of the population in employment is important for gen-
erating the revenue needed to uphold a generous social insurance 
system (Dølvik 2013).

8.3  The content of the chapter

In this chapter, we look at labour market integration in Scandina-
vian countries, with a specific focus on women and young people. 
High employment levels are important to secure future welfare 
state sustainability and constitute a key policy aim in all the Scan-
dinavian countries. To reach this goal employment policies aim 
to integrate all groups into the labour market, including groups 
that in one way or another struggle to get a foothold in the labour 
market. Before we turn to the two groups of particular interest 
to us, we take a look at some overall labour market features of 
Scandinavian countries and present measures for participation 
and non-participation in employment in section 2. We also briefly 
ask how the Covid-19 situation may have influenced employment 
levels in Scandinavia. 

In a Scandinavian context, achieving gender equality has been 
an overarching societal project for several decades. This political 
ambition extends into several areas of social life; not just the labour 
market, but also a balance in gender roles in the family arena. In 
section 3, we present statistics illustrating the situation of women 
in the labour markets. 

The policy goal of gender equality is a precondition for reach-
ing other societal goals. Without gender equality it would for in-
stance be difficult to succeed with the target of full employment, 
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which in turn supports welfare state security. In section 4, we 
ask: What are the family and gender equality policies that support 
positive outcomes for the labour market integration of women in 
Scandinavia? We look at gender equality legislation as well as 
rights and services for working parents, such as parental leave 
schemes in relation to childbirth, affordable day-care, and the right 
to absence from work when children are sick. We also point out 
some of the challenges remaining in terms of gender equality in 
Scandinavian labour markets: part-time work, a gender-divided 
labour market, and fewer women in chief positions.

The interest in the labour market integration of young people 
is linked to the general goal of full employment which is very im-
portant in the Nordics. As noted above, the Nordic model is based 
on a so-called “work-line policy”, supporting the labour market 
integration of all persons in the adult working-age population. 
Researchers have found that work inclusion constitutes a strong 
foundation in Scandinavian countries, resting on the normative 
idea that self-maintenance through work is good for the individ-
ual, as well as the society as a whole (Terum & Hatland 2014). 
Similarly, Scandinavia has also been labelled an “active society”, 
where the vision is a socially inclusive society where everyone 
participates in the labour market irrespective of gender, age, ethnic 
origin, health, qualifications or family responsibilities. This idea 
of an inclusive society thus rests on the idea that every citizen is 
able to materialise their own potential capabilities though labour 
market participation. Activation is thus one of the key policies 
towards achieving this aim (Kvist, Pedersen & Koehler 2008).

A key pillar in achieving high activation in the population is 
a well-functioning education system. In section 5, we look at the 
structure of the education system in Scandinavia and at educational 
attainment. Despite a well-functioning education system and free 
education, a considerable share of young people in Scandinavian 
countries struggle to enter the labour market or to get a permanent 
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foothold in the world of work. Labour market polices in Scandina-
vian countries have thus been concerned with applying additional 
strategies in order to reach the societal goal of full labour market 
participation. Through a system of active labour market policies 
(AMLP) or activation policies, a series of services and labour 
market measures target people outside work. ALMPs are not one 
fixed measure but rather a package of different initiatives aimed 
at reducing welfare dependency and increasing employment rates 
among the population. In section 6, we first ask how well young 
adult people are integrated into the labour market in Scandinavian 
countries. We look at employment, unemployment and NEET rates 
for young people. Then we present activation policies targeted to-
wards young people. We also comment on some of the challenges 
remaining for young persons, in particularly improving labour 
market participation among young school dropouts, youths with 
immigrant backgrounds and, in Norway in particular, reducing 
welfare dependency among the young population.  

8.4  The labour market in the Scandinavian countries

In this section, we will present statistics on the labour market 
situation in the Scandinavian countries. We present measures of 
employment and unemployment. In addition, we briefly comment 
on the Covid-19 situation and on how this may have influenced 
labour markets in Scandinavia.

8.4.1  Employment

A prerequisite of the Nordic model is full labour market participa-
tion in the adult population. Work enables people to support them-
selves financially, high employment rates counteract disparities 
in living standards, and the taxes paid are crucial to safeguarding 
the welfare state’s finances.
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Scandinavian labour force participation is among the highest in 
the world. Overall employment rates are well above the EU28-av-
erage and have remained rather stable for the last two decades. The 
employment rates shown below (Figure 8.1) are from the period 
2000–2019 and hence reflect the pre-corona situation in the labour 
market. Fluctuations are moderate in this period, and it is obvious 
that the financial crisis in 2008 hit the Greek labour market much 
harder than the Scandinavian labour markets. 

Sweden has one of the highest employment rates in Europe, 
measured at 82.1 percent in 2019. Only Iceland and Switzerland 
show higher rates. Norway had an employment rate of 79.5 percent 
in 2019 and Denmark 78.3 percent. In comparison, the EU-28 
average was 73.9 percent. At the lower end in Europe is, for ex-
ample, Greece, with an employment rate at 61.2 percent in 2019, 
illustrating that the Greek labour market has not yet recovered 
fully after the financial crisis.
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An important reason for the high employment levels in Scan-
dinavia is high female labour market participation. Sweden has 
the lowest gender gap in employment, measured at 4.7 percent for 
20–64-year-olds. In Sweden, there are 95 women in employment 
for every 100 men in employment. In comparison, this ratio for 
the EU-28 population is 88 employed women per 100 employed 
men and for Greece 80 employed women per 100 employed men 
(Figure 8.2).

Figure 8.2 

Gender differences (percentage points) in employment rates by county, 
20–64 years, 2019 
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Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.

Employment rates vary considerably by educational level. Peo-
ple with a high level of education have an employment rate close 
to 90 percent. For those with the lowest educational credentials, 
people who have not completed upper secondary education, em-
ployment levels are at about 60 percent in Scandinavia – this is 
just above the EU-28 average at 56.7 percent.
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Educational levels among the Scandinavian population are 
relatively high and have increased over the past few decades. 
This supports the high employment levels. Well over 80 percent 
of the adult population (25–64 years) has at least completed up-
per secondary education, and around a third of the population 
has completed higher education of at least three years.68 Still, the 
people with low educational credentials represent a group that is 
more difficult to integrate into the labour market. As we shall see 
later in the report, young people with low education are a group 
of particular concern in this respect.

8.4.2  Unemployment

Unemployment rates tend to reflect the larger macroeconomic 
situation of a country. Over the past decade there has been some 
fluctuation in unemployment rates, yet the overall trend in Scan-
dinavia has been a decrease in unemployment. In Denmark, un-
employment pre-corona declined by around 3 percentage points 
and in Sweden 2 percentage points between 2010 and 2019. In 
Norway, unemployment rates have increased by half a percentage 
point in the same period. 

The economic downturn commencing in 2008 led to a tem-
porary increase in unemployment in both Denmark and Sweden, 
as was the case in the rest of Europe. Norway was not affected in 
the same way by this particular economic crisis. Instead, Norway 
experienced rising unemployment levels in relation to the global 
recession in the oil market in 2014-16. This illustrates differences 
in economic vulnerabilities between the Scandinavian countries 
where, in particular, the Norwegian economy is vulnerable to eco-
nomic changes in the global oil markets.

68  Source: LFS and statista https://www.statista.com 

https://www.statista.com
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Gender differences in unemployment are relatively small in 
the Scandinavian countries. In 2019, women had slightly higher 
unemployment rates than men in Denmark and Sweden, while it 
was the other way around in Norway. In Greece, the unemploy-
ment rate of women is more than 50 percent higher than that of 
men (Fig. 8.5). If we look at the development in unemployment 
in Scandinavia for the past ten years, it is only in 2019 that the 
female unemployment rate has exceeded that of men in Sweden. 
In Denmark, the female unemployment rate has been higher than 
men’s since 2013 and in Norway men’s unemployment rates have 
always been higher than women’s69. 

Although Scandinavian countries have had an unemployment 
rate below the EU-28 average for the past decade, the levels are 
not very different compared to the rest of Europe. This means that, 
for example, a country like Sweden has the highest employment 
rate in Europe, but at the same time the Swedish unemployment 
levels are in line with the unemployment rates in the rest of the 
EU. The reason why Scandinavian countries are countries with 
both high employment and relatively high unemployment is that 
the share of the active population (i.e., the sum of employed and 
unemployed persons) is high. Put differently, the inactive popu-
lation, persons neither classified as employed nor unemployed, is 
low. It is important to remember that being unemployed counts 
as being part of the “active” population. In Sweden, for example, 
over 88 percent of the population is either employed or unem-
ployed, whereas in EU-28 the corresponding share is about 80 
percent. Hence, broadly speaking the biggest difference between 
the Scandinavian countries and the rest of Europe is the high share 
of the population that is registered as active, and in particular the 
share in employment, is higher than for the rest of Europe. The 
Scandinavian countries may thus be classified as countries with 

69  https://www.nordicstatistics.org/labour-market/, accessed 26.04.2021

https://www.nordicstatistics.org/labour-market/
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Figure 8.5 

Gender differences in unemployment rate by country, age group 20–64 
years, 2019 
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a high work orientation and where, in addition, people who are 
temporarily out of work are registered as unemployed and there-
fore part of the active labour force. The high work orientation is 
supported by the high integration of women in the labour market.

8.4.3  Activation policies

The overall goal in Scandinavian countries is to keep employ-
ment levels high. To achieve this, labour market polices support 
a welfare system of both passive, and to an ever-greater extent, 
active labour market measures. An example of a passive measure 
is economic compensation to people who are temporarily out of 
work. Replacement rates for the unemployed have traditionally 
been high in Scandinavia, securing a high level of welfare for the 
share of the population who is temporarily out of work. In 2015 
the replacement ratios, that is the percentage of wage income re-
placed for a single worker during unemployment, were 65 percent 
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in Norway, 59 percent in Denmark and 42 percent in Sweden.70 
The replacement period varies between 60 weeks in Sweden and 
104 weeks in Denmark. 

An argument in favour of passive measures has been that they 
support adaptable and flexible labour markets. Through passive 
measures, it has been possible for labour unions to secure workers’ 
rights to a decent income without necessarily supporting the pro-
tection of jobs. For example, this has given room for enterprises 
to lay off redundant workers and to restructure workplaces in pace 
with technological advancements. It has been possible to do so in 
agreement with the labour unions, because the welfare state has 
generously compensated workers’ wages in case of unemployment. 

Yet, unemployment compensation is expensive and over the 
past two to three decades all Scandinavian countries have under-
taken reforms to their welfare systems and made cuts to passive 
labour market measures. Instead, the welfare states invest more 
in active labour market policies or activation measures.

Two important assumptions support active labour market poli-
cies in Scandinavia. First, passive measures alone are insufficient 
to handle structural or regional unemployment. Second, the labour 
market is not a self-equilibrating system where everyone seeking 
work will find a job. Instead, it is deemed necessary to support 
unemployed workers through a range of different measures. 

Active labour market policies (ALMPs) are welfare state ini-
tiatives used to increase the likelihood of jobseekers finding em-
ployment, and thereby decrease unemployment levels. The main 
objective is to increase the employment probability of the people 
who participate in the activation programmes. In more recent years 
the “employability” of the jobseeker has been emphasised, that 
is to decrease the distance between the labour market and the 

70  Source: https://nordics.info/show/artikel/labour-markets/. Accessed 
15.03.2021

https://nordics.info/show/artikel/labour-markets/
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jobseeker by increasing the individual’s propensity to either find 
a job or to be put in a job placement (Kluve 2014).

The historical background for the emphasis on active labour 
market policies in the Nordic context comes from changes in the 
perception of what causes unemployment. Until the 1980s, so-
cioeconomic factors outside the control of the individual were 
considered to be the primary cause of unemployment. This meant 
that society had an obligation to support the unemployed with 
compensatory measures such as unemployment benefits. Compen-
sation was provided with no strings attached. From the mid-1970s, 
the Nordic countries experienced stagnation in economic growth 
with corresponding rising inflation and rising unemployment. This 
changing economic situation lay the foundation for a shift in the 
understanding of unemployment: from considering the cause of 
unemployment as a problem of low demand to the perception that 
unemployment is largely voluntary (Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012). 

A new problem scenario emerged where generous social securi-
ty pay-outs were seen as preventing mobility in the labour market 
and hampering willingness to seek work. Furthermore, high entry 
wages made it difficult for vulnerable groups such as young people 
with low education and immigrants to enter the labour market. On 
top of this, globalisation-caused low-wage competition affected 
labour market production in Scandinavia and elsewhere in Europe. 
From this backdrop the employment policies drawn up during 
the 1990s and continuing up until today have, to a far greater ex-
tent, focused on preparing the unemployed for the labour market 
through the use of activation measures, rather than protecting the 
unemployed from the economic risks of the market.

Some authors have pointed out that there has been a shift from 
traditional active labour market policies (ALMP) to activation 
policies (Kluve 2014, Pedersen & Kuhnle 2017). One of the dif-
ferences is a stronger emphasis on conditionality, making an ex-
plicit link between cash benefits and participation in activation 
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measures (Pedersen & Kuhnle 2017). This is a more punitive ap-
proach, binding the time and effort of the unemployed person to 
the participation in specific programmes, where non-compliance 
leads to sanctions in the form of benefit cuts. Another difference 
is that activation polices are directed at a wider target group, not 
confined to the unemployed but also to health-benefit recipients, 
social assistance recipients, immigrants, and young people with 
low education (ibid.)

The actual content of active labour market policy measures may 
vary somewhat over time and between counties. Some typical meas-
ures are programs encouraging the long-term unemployed to return 
to work, and close follow-up from local public employment offices 
(PES). Options for retraining or updating knowledge are another im-
portant measure. Also, measures such as systematic efforts to locate 
jobs, PES out-reaching activities towards potential employers, and 
subsidised employment or wage supplement programs are included 
in active labour market polices. In addition, public sector employ-
ment or sheltered employment may count as ALMP measures. 

Most of the tools in the ALMPs toolbox are directed at the 
supply side of activation. The skills upgrading of the individual 
unemployed person is emphasised, as well as job-search policies. 
However, some of the measures are also directed at the demand 
side, that is at the labour market or employers. This may include 
wage supplements or policy initiatives, such as that currently is-
sued by Norwegian government that 5 percent of new employment 
in the public sector should be persons with “holes in their CV”. 
Passive and active measures are, however, increasingly interlinked, 
for example by the use of conditionality. In addition, the appli-
cation of matching strategies seems to gain a stronger foothold. 
The latter are policies that mix supply and demand-side activation 
and thus are directed at both the unemployed and the employers at 
the same time. Examples of such programmes are Supported-Em-
ployment initiatives and IPS programmes (Frøyland et al 2018).
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Methodologically it is quite challenging to measure the exact 
benefit of ALMPs. Generally, the counties have a good overview 
of the characteristics of participants and how many make a direct 
transition into work after the end of a programme. It is more diffi-
cult, however, to measure the effect of ALMPs over a longer period 
of time. New research from Norway based on register information 
demonstrates that about 6 out of 10 participants in job programs 
have had a career primarily consisting of work 5 years after exiting 
the job program (Nossen et al 2021). This also means that about 
4 out of 10 do not have a stable job career after participating in 
activation measures. The groups that generally struggle the most 
with labour market integration are persons with low education 
(have not completed upper secondary education or a vocational 
training programme), immigrants and to some extent young per-
sons. Norway, for example, has a high proportion of young persons 
on health-related benefits.

8.4.4  Unemployment under Covid-19

It is still unclear what impact the Covid-19 situation has had on 
the labour market, as this epidemic is still ongoing and all the 
Scandinavian countries are experiencing different forms of re-
strictions, with consequences for the labour market. The most 
recent unemployment figures (monthly data) suggest an increase 
in unemployment, but perhaps less pronounced than what might 
been expected given the severity and global nature of the Covid-19 
situation. 

The Scandinavian countries have provided economic support 
to businesses during the pandemic. This, in combination with 
extended unemployment benefit rights, might have contributed 
to slowing down the negative effects of the pandemic on the 
labour market. 



Integrating young people and women in the labour market 

366

Fi
gu

re
 8

.6
 

Se
as

on
al

ly
 a

dj
us

te
d 

un
em

pl
oy

m
en

t 
ra

te
s 

by
 g

en
de

r 
an

d 
ag

e 
gr

ou
p,

 1
5-

64
 y

ea
rs

. 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
19

 a
nd

 N
ov

em
be

r 
20

20
. 

0%1%2%3%4%5%6%7%8%9%10
%

de
c.

 1
9

de
c.

 1
9

de
c.

 1
9

no
v.

20
no

v.
20

no
v.

20

T
ot

al
M

al
es

Fe
m

al
es

T
ot

al
M

al
es

Fe
m

al
es

D
en

m
ar

k
N

or
w

ay
Sw

ed
en

So
ur

ce
: E

ur
os

ta
t,

 L
ab

ou
r 

Fo
rc

e 
Su

rv
ey

.



The Scandinavian experience  

367

Between December 2019 and November 2020, the Scandinavi-
an countries experienced a rise in unemployment rates of about one 
percentage point in Norway and Denmark, and about 1.5 percent-
age points in Sweden. In Denmark, the unemployment rates were 
higher for women than for men. In Norway, the rates were higher 
for men while in Sweden there has been no gender differences in 
unemployment rates during the Covid-19 period.

One of the concerns is of course that the economic conse-
quences of the Covid-19 situation will have a more lasting effect 
on the labour market and contribute to an increase in economic 
differences. Studies carried out in Norway during the first months 
after the Corona pandemic hit Scandinavia in March 2020, in-
dicate that there are large differences relating to which groups 
of employers were hardest hit by the restrictions caused by the 
pandemic. The branches most affected by the lockdown situation 
have been tourism, the cultural and entertainment sector, hotels 
and restaurants, transport, and travel. The Covid-19 situation has 
therefore affected some workers more than others. 

Generally, low education/low-income workers have experi-
enced a lesser degree of home-working, more frequently being laid 
off, and have experienced an income loss during the pandemic, 
compared to the high education/high-income group of workers 
(Mamelund et al 2020). Studies of the first phase of the pandem-
ic based on Norwegian register data also indicate large social 
differences in who experienced being dismissed or laid off. A 
significant share of newly unemployed were young people, under 
30 years old. 

In addition, the Covid-19 crisis affected women more than men, 
because more women are employed in the service sector. Further-
more, persons with completed upper-secondary education or lower 
were also particularly exposed, as were those with low wages/
low household incomes. This means that workers in the lower 
social classes have been more exposed to the negative impact 
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of the crisis than other groups (Bratsberg et al 2020). Finally, a 
study finds that the number of new job advertisements relevant for 
young jobseekers also dropped in the first phase of the pandemic, 
making the labour market situation for young people particularly 
vulnerable to the negative labour market effects following from 
the Covid-19 crisis (Østbakken et al. 2020).

8.5  The labour market situation of women

In this chapter, we look at the labour market situation of women 
in the Nordic countries. From the 1970s, Nordic women entered 
the labour market in great numbers. First the married women and 
since the 1980s mothers of small children as well (Kjeldstad 1998). 
Today, women’s participation in the labour market is on a par with 
men’s and they do not constitute a marginalised or vulnerable 
group in the labour market. However, there are some differences 
in labour market affiliation: in Denmark, Norway and Sweden, 
women work part-time to a greater extent than men and the labour 
market is gender segregated. 

8.5.1 Employment

The Nordic countries are characterised by high female labour mar-
ket participation and almost three-fourths of women participate 
in the labour market. Gender gaps in labour market participation 
and employment are among the smallest in Europe, particularly 
for highly educated men and women. However, the Nordic labour 
market is not completely gender equal. It is gender segregated, 
men and women working in different sectors and industries and 
marked by women’s part-time employment.

Men between 20 and 64 years of age have a higher employment 
rate than women in all Scandinavian countries. Swedish men rank 
the highest with an employment rate at 84.4 percent in 2019, 
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whereas Danish women rank the lowest with an employment rate 
of 74.7 percent. The gender gap thus ranges between 5.2 percent 
in Denmark and 4.7 percent in Sweden. This demonstrates that 
both men and women are well integrated in the Scandinavian 
labour markets.

While both women’s and men’s labour force participation rates 
are high, the Scandinavian labour markets are, as stated, gender 
segregated. Most women work in female-dominated industries 
like care work, health and education. Men are mainly employed in 
male-dominated industries such as construction, utilities, transport 
and IT. This segregation is the most important explanation behind 
the gender pay gap.

8.5.2  Part-time employment

One of the most widespread discussions in Scandinavian coun-
tries related to gender equality has concerned the work-family 
balance, more specifically women and part-time work. Part-time 
employment is much more pronounced among women than men, 
and part-time employment is more prevalent in the Nordics than in 
the EU at large. Part time work is more widespread among women 
in Norway and Denmark than in Sweden (Fig. 3.1).

For the population aged 15–64 years women have approxi-
mately twice as high a part-time employment rate as men. There 
are some minor variations between the countries. The highest rate 
of part-time work is among Norwegian women at 37.6 percent. 
In Scandinavian countries, 15 percent or less of men aged 15–64 
work part time.

Part-time work is much more common in the youngest segment 
of the population; however, this is most likely linked to another 
phenomenon, namely that young people combine education and 
employment (see more details below). In particular, young women 
display high levels of part time work at over 60 percent in the
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15–24 age group, compared to between 39 and 53 percent of Scan-
dinavian young men.

Many female part-time workers have chosen to work fewer 
hours, for a shorter or longer period. This choice is often ex-
plained with reference to a need for a better balance between 
family and working life. The opportunity to work part time has 
contributed to the high degree of labour market participation 
among women in the Nordic countries. The flexibility made 
possible by the opportunity to work part time is perceived as 
advantageous for women, their families and their employers. 
However, there has been an increased awareness of the negative 
consequences of women’s part-time work for gender equality. 
While the opportunity for part-time work has a positive effect 
on the labour participation rate of women, it affects women’s 
economic standing and career opportunities. In addition, more 
women work part time because there is a tradition for part-time 
hours and shift work in female-dominated industries. At the same 
time, women shoulder a larger share of unpaid care work and 
housework. This leads to inequality in working hours and ulti-
mately in lifetime earnings. 

There are also examples of new forms of atypical employment 
contracts; marginalized work and involuntary part-time work have 
increased in sectors and occupations at the “bottom” of the labour 
market, typically for women with low education and migrant back-
grounds (Nicolaisen et al. 2019).

8.5.3  Gender segregated labour market

Many women who entered the labour force in the 1970s and 1980s 
were employed in the public sector, which was experiencing a 
period of strong growth partly due to the expansion of health and 
care services. This horizontal segregation where men and women 
work within different sectors and industries remains the situation. 
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In Norway 70 percent of public sector employees are women. This 
means that almost half of all working women are employed in 
the public sector. In the private sector, however, over 60 percent 
of employees are men, and only two out of ten men work in the 
public sector (SSB 2018).

The gender division in the labour market can also be described 
as vertical, with far more men than women in managerial positions. 
The gender segregated labour market, where women and men 
choose to work in different sectors and occupations, can also lead 
to major disparities in pay, part-time work, working environment 
and career opportunities.

8.5.4  �Challenges for the integration of women in the labour 
market

●● Despite the implementation of gender equality principles, 
gender differences are still evident in terms of employment 
patterns and working conditions. A large share of Nordic 
women work part-time. 

●● The gender gap is visible in terms of horizontal and vertical 
segregation, pay gaps and in the division of care responsi-
bilities (see next chapter).

8.6  Family and gender equality policies in Scandinavia 

Women’s employment rates are high and almost at the level of 
men’s in the Scandinavian countries. The main strategy in achiev-
ing gender equality has been to strengthen women’s economic 
independence through increasing their labour market participa-
tion. The Nordic welfare systems ensures childcare and parental 
leave. These measures have been crucial for the dual career fam-
ily policy. The family policies in the Nordic countries strongly 
support the dual earner/dual carer model through a package of 
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gender equalising family policies (Rønsen and Kitterød, 2015). 
The system is based on a two-track model for gender equality – 
facilitating the mothers’ paid employment and the fathers’ caring 
role (Bjørnholt, 2012). 

In this chapter, we present the family and gender equality pol-
icies that support positive outcomes for the labour market inte-
gration of women in Scandinavia, as gender equality legislation, 
rights to part-time work, rights and services for working parents 
and affordable day-care.

8.6.1  Gender equality in legislation and agreements

The Nordic counties have a long history of promoting gender equal-
ity. They explicitly support gender equality at home, at work and in 
public life and they have taken many actions to promote this goal. 
The Nordic countries provide comprehensive packages of gender 
and family polices. The specifics vary between the countries, but the 
general emphasis is on encouraging full-time employment among 
all women and men, including single parents, and promoting a “dual 
earner-dual carεer” family model (OECD 2018).

All Nordic gender equality legislation combines protection 
against discrimination with active duties for public authorities and 
employers to promote equality. Binding regulations on proactive 
duties can be seen as one way to try to ensure that equality work is 
integrated into the everyday business of enterprises and organiza-
tions. In EU terms, this is seen as mainstreaming gender equality 
(Teigen & Skjeie 2017). Below we give an example of how active 
equality efforts are formulated in the Norwegian Equality and 
Anti-Discrimination Act.71

71  https://lovdata.no/dokument/NLE/lov/2017-06-16-51
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8.6.2  Parental leave

The Nordic countries have high participation rates of mothers and 
a moderate decrease of fertility rates compared to other western 
countries. Generous parental leave schemes exist in all the Nordic 
countries, although there are differences between the countries in 
the specifications of the parental leave arrangements. The availa-
bility of generous parental leave schemes, including high compen-
sation rates, makes it possible for mothers to take a considerable 
time out of work in connection with childbirths and to return to 

Norway: Activity and reporting duties

In Norway, a new statutory provision which strengthens activ-
ity and reporting duties took effect on 1 January 2020. Public 
authorities have a duty to engage actively in efforts to promote 
equality in all sectors of society. In addition, public authorities 
are subject to a duty to provide reasons in connection with the 
exercise of official powers and their role as a service provider.

Employers have a duty to make active, targeted efforts to 
promote equality in their operations. Public undertakings and 
private sector undertakings with more than 50 employees are 
required to adopt a concrete methodology (a specified activity 
duty). The same applies to private undertakings with between 
20 and 50 employees, if demanded by a social partner. As of 
1 January 2020, these employers also have a duty to conduct 
pay surveys by gender, as well as a duty to survey the use of 
involuntary part-time work. These activities must be undertak-
en in consultation with employees. Employers who are subject 
to a specified activity duty also have a duty to issue statements 
on their equality efforts. Employers must describe the actual 
status of equality within their undertaking and what they are 
doing to fulfil the activity duty. The Equality and Anti-Discrim-
ination Act also imposes a duty on the social partners to pro-
mote equality actively in their areas of activity.
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their previous jobs afterwards (Gupta & Verner 2006).72 However, 
in order to promote and facilitate gender equality at home and in 
the labour market, efforts have been made at the political level to 
encourage parents to divide the leave time equally. These efforts 
have yielded results: Nordic fathers take more parental leave than 
fathers anywhere else in the world (NIKK 2020). 

As table 7.1 shows, generous parental leave schemes exist in 
all the Nordic countries, although there are important differences 
between the countries in the specification of the parental leave. 
Sweden introduced a parental leave that could be split by parents 
in 1974, Norway followed in 1978 and Denmark in 1984.  How-
ever, the initiative had only marginal effects, as mothers continued 
to take much more parental leave than their male partners. The 
Nordic countries encourage both parents to stay home from work 
with their young children. In recognition of a gender imbalance 
in the distribution of parental leave, the Nordic countries have 
taken initiatives to increase the paternity leave through campaigns, 
organisation and quotas.

Table 8.1

The parental leave systems in Denmark, Norway and Sweden

Denmark Norway Sweden

Year of introduction 1984 1978 1974

Number of weeks 52 49 480 days

Year of introduction of 
father quotas

1998-2000 1993 1995

Number of weeks reserved 
for fathers

0* 15 90 days

Number of weeks reserved 
for mothers

14 18 (3 weeks before 
birth)

90 days

* Father with mother, 2 weeks paternity leave
Sources: Teigen & Skjeie 2017, NIKK 2020

72   https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/2014/child-care-and-parental-leave-
in-the-nordic-countries-a-model-to-aspire-to 

https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/2014/child-care-and-parental-leave-in-the-nordic-countries-a-model-to-aspire-to
https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/2014/child-care-and-parental-leave-in-the-nordic-countries-a-model-to-aspire-to
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As table 7.1 shows the parental leave consist of three parts: 
one part is reserved for fathers, one for mothers and the third part 
of the parental leave can be shared between the parents as they 
desire. Norway was the first country ever to introduce a father’s 
quota in 1993 followed by Sweden in 1995. In 1993 the father 
quota was four weeks, but it has been changed several times; in 
2013 it was 14 weeks, in 2014 it was reduced to 10 weeks and 
in 2018 increased to 15 weeks. In Sweden, there is a total of 840 
days, where 90 days are reserved for each of the parents. Denmark 
is the Scandinavian country with the least time reserved for the 
father, two weeks after birth or by agreement with the employer 
before the child is 14 weeks (table 7.1). In Denmark, a father’s 
quota in the parental leave scheme was introduced in 1998 and 
abolished in 2002.

The assumption is that gender-equal parenting contributes to-
wards a more gender-equal participation in the labour market. The 
fact that women take more parental leave can affect their careers 
negatively. An extended absence from work may reduce a person’s 
status and opportunities in the labour market. Thus, the idea is that 
when men take long term parental leave, the prospects for gender 
equality in the labour market increase.

However, although fathers take more parental leave than be-
fore, the mothers continue to take the larger share. There are also 
differences in how much parental leave fathers in the Nordic coun-
tries take. Statistics from 2015 show that the share of parental leave 
taken by fathers was 27 percent in Sweden, 21 percent in Norway 
and 10 percent in Denmark.

Parental benefits

In all Nordic countries, parents are financially compensated for 
the income they lose during their parental leave. The exact level 
of compensation varies and different calculation principles apply. 
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The Danish benefits consist of 100 percent of the relatively low 
sickness benefit, the Norwegian depends on former wages, and 
in Sweden 80 percent of former wages (Rostgaard 2014). In all 
three countries the right to benefits depends on prior labour market 
attachment, for example in Norway, parents must have been in 
employment for six of the ten months prior to taking leave and also 
have had a yearly income exceeding a certain level. In Norway, for 
mothers who have not been in paid work and earned the right to 
parental benefits, a lump-sum grant is paid out (Rostgaard 2014). 

There is an apparent correlation between the level of compen-
sation and the amount of parental leave fathers take73.

●● New parents in Sweden are entitled to 480 days of leave at 
80 percent of their normal pay.

●● In Norway parents can take 49 weeks at full pay or 59 
weeks at 80 percent pay.

●● In Denmark, by law, the government covers 52 weeks of 
pay, though not always at the full salary.

Cash-for-care benefit

A cash-for-care benefit was introduced in Norway in 1998; it ex-
tends the period where the family can care for the child at home 
after parental leave has ended. The benefit is state funded and 
parents of children between one and two (12-23 months) who do 
not attend publicly subsided childcare are entitled to a monthly 
flat rate benefit of approximately NOK 5000 for children aged 
13-18 months and NOK 3300 for children aged 19-23 months. If 
the child attends a day-care centre and the agreed attendance is 
less than 20 hours per week, the parents may receive 50 percent 
cash-for-care benefit. The maximum benefit period is 11 months.

This benefit has been met with considerable opposition, par-
ticularly from left wing politicians. The benefit has been criticized 

73  https://www.norden.org/en/publication/shared-and-paid-parental-leave-0

https://sweden.se/quick-facts/parental-leave/
https://familie.nav.no/om-foreldrepenger#hvor-lenge-kan-du-fa-foreldrepenger
https://english.ida.dk/maternity-and-paternity-leave
https://english.ida.dk/maternity-and-paternity-leave
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for undermining mothers’ employment, particularly for giving 
incentives to low paid mothers and immigrant mothers to stay out 
of employment (Ellingsæter 2012). 

In 2008, Sweden introduced a cash-for-care benefit consisting 
of a flat-rate sum paid by municipalities to parents whose chil-
dren were between the ages of one and three and who did not use 
publicly subsidised childcare. The main objective of the reform 
was to increase parents’ ‘freedom to choose’, but the policy was 
criticised because of its potentially negative effects on gender 
equality and mothers’ employment and the benefit was abolished 
in in 2016 (Guliania & Duvander 2016).

8.6.3  Affordable day care for children

Access to publicly financed childcare facilities as the child grows 
older is commonly seen as crucial to fostering the equitable sharing 
of domestic childcare between mothers and fathers and to mak-
ing the work–life balance a reality (Skjeie & Teigen 2017). The 
introduction of affordable childcare of good quality is seen as a 
key reason why so many women are in paid employment in the 
Nordic countries. To achieve this the governments have ensured a 
smooth transition between parental leave and childcare and in all 
Nordic countries (expect Iceland) parents are entitled to childcare 
for their children after their parental leave. 

A distinctive feature of Nordic childcare is that it is available 
to all children regardless of family structure, finances and parents’ 
employment. Almost all 3–5-year-olds in the Nordic countries are 
enrolled in some type of childcare services. Even many children 
aged 0–2 spend time in childcare outside the family. The lower 
share of small children in day care in Sweden is most likely a result 
of their long parental leave. Compared with other OECD countries, 
the Nordic countries have much higher shares of children 0–2 years 
of age enrolled in some type of childcare.
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Table 8.2 

Share of children enrolled in childcare. Percent of age group (2016)

Age Denmark Norway Sweden

1-2 years 89 82 70

3-5 years 97 97 97

Source: Nordic Statistics 2018

Nordic childcare involves a wide range of actors and parents 
have access to both municipal and private childcare options. In 
Denmark, family day care is common for young children 1-3 years. 
Family day care used to be common in Norway, but this changed as 
the availability of childcare centres has been substantially expanded.

Regardless of how the childcare is organised, it must be offered 
in line with the nationally established early childhood curriculum, 
by qualified staff and inn accordance with particular regulations.

Parents have to pay for childcare, however childcare services 
are subsidised and based on a rights approach – it is a legal re-
quirement that all families be able to afford childcare. Often the 
fees are income-based and parents are offered sibling discounts. 
In Norway, there is a system where children from low-income 
households are entitled to a certain number of hours of childcare 
free of charge.

After-school programmes

Children start at school at the age of six and for the youngest 
children (6-10 years) there are after-school programmes. The ser-
vice is most often organised by the municipalities and is part of 
the ordinary school system. In Norway, all municipalities must 
offer a before-and after-school programme from the first to the 
fourth grade, and for children with special needs from the first 
to the seventh grade. This means that children can stay in school 
before and after school, while their parents are at work. In all 
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Scandinavian countries, there is a parental fee for attending af-
ter-school programmes.

When children are sick

Parents in all Nordic countries have the right to stay home with a 
sick child, although the exact rules vary. In Sweden and Norway, 
the right is protected by law. In Sweden, parents can stay home 
for a total of 120 days per child per year until the child turns 12 
years old. When staying home they receive 80 per cent of their 
regular income up to a maximum amount. 

Norwegian parents are entitled to 10 paid days per year until 
the child turns 12 years old. Families with three or more children 
are entitled to 20 days. A single parent is entitled to 20 days. The 
compensation rate is 100 percent of the lost income.

In Denmark, the compensation rate and number of days a parent 
can stay home are regulated through collective agreements, often 
one to two days. 

In Norway, employees who have children in their care are 
entitled to a leave of absence when it is necessary to attend a sick 
child, if a child shall be accompanied to a medical examination, 
or if the person responsible for the childcare is sick. The right to 
leave applies up to and including the calendar year of the child’s 
twelfth birthday. The employee is entitled to a maximum of 10 
days’ leave per calendar year or maximum 15 days if the employee 
has two or more children in his/her care. The employer must cover 
the employee’s pay for up to ten days.

If the child has a chronic or long–term illness or disability the 
employee is entitled to a maximum of 20 days of paid leave. The 
right applies up to and including the child’s eighteenth birthday. 
An employee who has the responsibility for care of children shall 
be entitled to leave of absence if the child is hospitalised and the 
employee stays at the health institution, together with the child. 
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The same arrangement applies if the child has been discharged 
from the health institution, and the employee must stay home be-
cause the child needs continuous care and attention. An employee 
who has the sole responsibility for the care of a child is entitled to 
twice the number of days of leave when the child is sick. 

8.6.4  Challenges

●● The generous leave schemes and extensive childcare in 
the Nordic countries have facilitated the reconciliation 
between family and work by promoting women’s partic-
ipation in the labour market, as well as promoting men’s 
participation in the family and care for children. However, 
even though the family-friendly policies are directed at 
both mother and father, mothers make use of both paid 
parental leave and the right to reduced working hours to a 
much higher extent than fathers. 

●● Fathers’ time spent on employment has been rather stable. 
Although most fathers take the designated father quota, 
they still take little of the parental leave.

●● A main criticism concerning the family-friendly policies, 
with paid leave of absence and reduced work hours, is that 
it might develop a two-tier model of parenthood in work 
life – one model for mothers and one for fathers. It also 
may consolidate women in a weaker labour market situa-
tion, where their lifetime earnings are lower and their career 
opportunities fewer.

8.7  �Education system and educational attainment in 
Scandinavia

To equip young people with the skills preparing them for the labour 
market is a key ambition of the education systems in Scandinavia. 
The Nordic model is dependent on high levels of labour market 
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integration to maintain the relatively generous welfare policies, 
and the education system is an important factor for achieving this. 
Key policy aims are therefore to reduce school dropout rates, to 
encourage all young people to complete (at least) upper secondary 
education, and to support higher education with no tuition, and a 
combination of student grants and affordable student loans. De-
spite many similarities in the education systems in Scandinavia, 
there are also some differences. In this chapter, we will describe 
the upper-secondary school and the college/university system in 
Norway, Sweden and Denmark. While the compulsory school 
structure is similar across the Nordic countries, differences are 
more pronounced when it comes to upper-secondary education. 

8.7.1  Free education

In the Scandinavian countries, education is free and publicly funded. 
Education has been an important part of the Nordic welfare system; 
it has been regarded as a crucial instrument for social justice and 
security by providing schooling of high and equal quality to all cit-
izens regardless of social class, gender or geographic location. The 
Nordic countries have a generous and, relatively speaking, rather 
equal provision of education at all levels. The principle that parents’ 
lack of economic resources should not prevent children from getting 
education of good quality continues to be upheld. Education is com-
pulsory for children until the ninth/tenth grade of primary school, 
and afterwards most pupils proceed to upper-secondary school, 
followed by a degree in higher education institutions.

8.7.2  �Upper-secondary school: General Studies and Vocational 
Education and Training (VET)

Most young people in the Nordic countries enter upper-second-
ary education. In Norway and Sweden, virtually all students who 



Integrating young people and women in the labour market 

384

complete compulsory schooling enrol in upper-secondary school. 
Enrolment is also high in Denmark, but at a slightly lower level 
(Bäckman et al 2017). In Norway, young people that have com-
pleted basic education have a statutory right to enter upper-sec-
ondary education, even if they do not have passing grades in all 
lower-secondary school subjects or exams. In Sweden, all munic-
ipalities are obliged to offer secondary education to young people 
who have completed compulsory school. Those who do not have 
passing grades from compulsory school can attend introductory 
programmes to qualify for further participation in upper-second-
ary programmes. In Denmark, all students who have passed the 
prescribed examinations from their lower-secondary education 
can enter an upper-secondary programme (Hansen et al 2018).

Organisation of upper-secondary education

In each of the Scandinavian countries, upper-secondary education 
consists of general studies programmes and vocational education 
and training (VET) programmes. ‘General studies’ is an academ-
ic specialisation that provides qualification for higher education, 
while VET is more practically oriented. Both programmes usually 
have a duration of three or four years. Of the Scandinavian coun-
tries, Denmark has the VET system that is most closely attached to 
the labour market, while Sweden’s VET system is largely school-
based (Hansen et al 2018).

Denmark

After elementary school, most young people in Denmark get up-
per-secondary education, either general programmes or vocational 
education. There are four different types of general programmes. 
Common to them all is that they are preparatory for further study 
– i.e., a secondary school diploma allows the student to apply for 
admission to a programme of higher education.  



The Scandinavian experience  

385

General studies programmes

The common objective of general studies programmes is to prepare 
young people for higher education. Most of the programmes have 
a duration of three years and are directed towards young people 
who have completed nine years of basic education. Students usu-
ally start at the age of 16 and graduate at the age of 19. However, 
this depends on several factors, including whether the student in 
question has completed the tenth grade. 

Vocational programmes 

A vocational programme is a practical educational programme in 
which most of the teaching takes place is an internship venue, such 
as a large industrial company, a workshop, a kitchen or a shop. 
The programme alternates between school classes and periods of 
practical work experience, and usually consists of a basic course 
and a main course. It is possible to enrol in a vocational programme 
directly after elementary school, or later, depending on your age 
and background. When pupils have completed a vocational pro-
gramme, they will be qualified for employment as a skilled worker. 

The social partners have considerable influence on - and thus 
great responsibility for - the VET programmes. Trade committees 
that have been set up by employers and employees lay down the 
detailed content of a specific trade’s education and training pro-
grammes within the school’s general framework. This applies to 
the duration and structure of the programmes and their objectives 
and assessments, as well as the distribution of practical training 
and school-based teaching. The committees are obliged to follow 
labour market developments, to take the initiative to introduce new 
education and training programmes and to make adjustments to 
existing programmes, depending on the changing demands of the 
labour market (Hansen et al 2018).
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Norway

All pupils who have completed primary and lower secondary edu-
cation, or the equivalent, are entitled to apply for upper-secondary 
education. This is called the ‘young person’s right’ (ungdomsrett). 
The young person’s right applies until the school year starting in 
the year of your 24th birthday.  

Upper-secondary education prepares students either for further 
education or the labour market. Most students apply to one of two 
tracks: a three-year general programme or a four-year vocational 
programme, the latter including two years of learning at an up-
per-secondary education institution and a two-year apprenticeship 
in the workplace. 

General studies programmes

Education programmes that allow students to qualify for appli-
cation to higher education place most emphasis on theoretical 
knowledge, and lead to a general university entrance diploma. 
With this diploma you can apply for higher education at univer-
sities and university colleges when you have completed upper 
secondary education. 

Vocational educational programmes (VET)

VET in Norway consists of eight programmes that lead to more 
than 180 different trade or journeyman’s certificates. Most of 
the VET programmes consist of two years of school-based ed-
ucation and training, followed by two years of apprenticeship 
in a training enterprise. After achieving vocational competence, 
students can choose the supplementary programme for general 
university admissions certification on all the vocational education 
programmes. The opportunity to progress from initial vocational 
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upper secondary education (VET) to higher education is important 
for VET’s attractiveness to young people and for social equality 
in education.

Sweden

All young people in Sweden who have completed compulsory 
school are entitled to upper-secondary education. In Sweden, vo-
cational education (VET) has been integrated into the general 
upper-secondary school system. This full-time, school-based sys-
tem does not have a direct connection to the labour market. The 
Swedish upper-secondary educational programmes, both those 
that give a qualification to higher education and the vocation-
al programmes, contain a lot of theoretical tuition. However, all 
vocational programmes also offer work experience, called Work-
place-based Learning.

All upper-secondary programmes are three years long. All pu-
pils who complete a vocational programme can achieve a diploma 
that qualifies them for university entry, by choosing courses in 
Swedish and English that enable the pupil to meet general entry 
requirements for higher education. Admission to many higher ed-
ucational programmes also requires specific entry qualifications.

Dropouts

As said, nearly all young people in the Scandinavian countries en-
ter upper-secondary education. However, there is a shared concern 
that too many drop out before completion (Hansen et al. 2018). 
Young people who have not completed their upper-secondary 
education have difficulty finding work and are at risk of social 
exclusion. While it is difficult to draw firm conclusions about the 
impact cross-national differences in organising upper-secondary 
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school may have on dropout levels, the OECD (among others) has 
stated that there may be such a connection. 

An OECD study of Norwegian youth (2018) shows that Norway 
has a relatively high non-completion rate among VET students. 
One possible explanation is the relatively academic nature of VET 
studies in Norway, which consist of two years of school-based 
training before students are expected to find an apprenticeship. 
Many students struggle to make this transition and end up without 
an apprenticeship contract. In addition, students enter into VET 
programmes based on their own interests, and these choices may 
not correspond with the future needs in the labour market. The 
OECD report suggests that Norway change their organisation of 
VET studies to become more work-based and better aligned with 
labour market demands. This may serve as an example of the po-
tentially large impact the organisation of upper-secondary school 
services can have on the ability of young people to successfully 
transition into employment, instead of ending up as NEETs.

8.7.3  Higher education

The Nordic countries share common features such as higher edu-
cation systems largely funded by the state, the absence of tuition 
fees, and egalitarian principles undergirding access to higher edu-
cation (Isopahkala-Bouret et al 2018). The share of the population 
holding a higher education degree and the number of graduates 
from higher education is increasing in all the Nordic countries 
(Eleken et al. 2015). Furthermore, a greater proportion of women 
than men have a higher education. 61 percent of those with higher 
education qualifications are women.  

There is a relatively similar degree structure established in the 
Nordic countries, largely because of the reforms realised in the 
context of the Bologna process – and the system of Bachelor’s and 
Master’s Degrees is widespread (Elken et al 2015).
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Denmark 

Higher education in Denmark is organised into three types of pro-
grammes offered by different institutions. Short-length programmes 
are offered by business colleges (erhvervsakademier) responsible 
for vocational training, medium-length bachelor’s programmes 
that train teachers, pedagogues, and social workers are offered 
by university colleges (professionshøjskoler), and long-length 
programmes (master’s and PhD programmes) are, in addition to 
bachelor’s programmes, offered by universities. Universities are 
also responsible for most of the sector’s research activity.

Norway 

The Norwegian higher education system is relatively open and 
accessible. Higher education institutions are well-funded, and stu-
dents have relatively good access to student financial assistance. 
As a result, more Norwegians than ever are currently participating 
in and graduating from higher education.

Norway has universities, university colleges and specialised 
university institutions, all of which are regarded as higher edu-
cation. There are also a number of private higher education in-
stitutions. Both universities and university colleges offer 3-year 
bachelor’s degrees, 2 year-master master’s degrees and 3-year 
Ph.D. degrees. In addition, one-year programmes (årsstudium) 
are offered in many places.

Professional studies

Professional studies (profesjonsstudier) are educational program
mes within specific disciplines that lead to a specific profession. 
Examples are psychology, law and medicine. These programmes 
are often five years.
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Tertiary vocational education

There is a vocational alternative to education at university colleges 
and universities. Tertiary vocational education (fagskoleutdanning) 
comprises short, vocational programmes from six months to two 
years. These programmes give competencies that can be used di-
rectly in working life. Tertiary vocational education builds on an 
upper-secondary education or a corresponding level of competency 
and is often arranged so that you can study while you are working. 
All counties offer tertiary vocational education. The tertiary voca-
tional sector also has private actors. Tertiary vocational education 
in Norway is the equivalent of the Danish ‘erhvervsutdannelse’ 
and the Swedish ‘yrkeshøgskola’.

Sweden

Higher education in Sweden is divided into three levels: 1) a bach-
elor’s level that builds on the knowledge the student has acquired 
at upper secondary school, 2) a master’s level that builds on the 
knowledge the student has acquired at bachelor’s level, and 3) a 
doctoral level that builds on the knowledge acquired at bachelor’s 
and master’s levels. You can study a higher education programme 
at a university or a university college. 

8.7.4  Student loans/grants 

As mentioned, the basic principles entail that everyone should 
have the same educational opportunities, regardless of their social 
or economic background. 

Denmark

Danish students are entitled to public support regardless of social 
standing. Students are eligible for financial help to cover living 



The Scandinavian experience  

391

costs for a great variety of courses and studies. Support for stu-
dents’ living costs is awarded by the State Educational Grant and 
Loan Scheme, a system managed by the Danish Agency for Higher 
Education in collaboration with the educational institutions and 
under the auspices of the Danish Ministry Higher Education and 
Science.

Norway

Norwegian students are entitled to loans and grants from the State 
Educational Loan Fund. Basic support is initially given as a loan, 
however, 40 percent of the loan may be converted to a grant for 
students who do not live at home with their parents. To receive the 
maximum grant, students have to pass all their examinations and 
not have income or assets exceeding certain limits. Students must 
repay their loans when they complete their education or when they 
are no longer entitled to receive support. The repayment period 
is normally 20 years.

Sweden

Swedish students who have been accepted by a university, a uni-
versity college or another post-secondary education institution, and 
who fulfil certain basic criteria, have a right to student aid if they 
study at least half time, for at least three weeks. If a grant-aided 
independent institution is authorised to award qualifications, its 
students are entitled to receive financial support for their studies.

Student aid consists of two parts: a grant and a repayable loan. 
A student can choose to apply only for the grant. Under certain 
conditions, a student may be entitled to student aid for studies 
outside of Sweden. Under certain circumstances, the student may 
also be eligible to a supplementary loan. For students with children 
there is a possibility to receive extra child allowance.
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8.7.5  General trends in educational attainment

As pointed out, the general educational level in Scandinavia has for 
a long period been on the increase. Over the last decade, the share 
of the adult population that has completed at least upper-second-
ary education has risen in all the countries. Well over 80 percent 
of the 25-64-year-olds have completed at least upper-secondary 
education.

An increasing share of the younger cohorts also complete ter-
tiary education. Looking at the age group between 30 and 34 
years, around 50 percent have also completed tertiary education 
(ISCED levels 5–8). This is well above the EU-28 average at just 
over 40 percent, illustrating that the work force in Scandinavia is 
generally well educated.

It is worth noticing that differences in educational attainment 
between men and women differs in Scandinavia. More women 
than men are in the highest educated group.
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8.7.6  Challenges

●● At the same time, as the level of education in the popula-
tion increases, the competence requirements in working 
life are also changing. Higher education is required more 
often to gain access to working life. A main concern is to 
assure that as many young people as possible complete at 
least upper-secondary education and to prevent dropouts. 

●● There are ongoing political debates on how to link ed-
ucational institutions and working life more closely. In 
Denmark in 2014, a political initiative was taken to reduce 
the number of students in programs with graduate unem-
ployment (Pinheiro et al 2019). 

●● It has also been perceived as a challenge that students 
spend too much time completing their education. In recent 
years, several policy initiatives have been developed that 
are aimed at boosting effectiveness and efficiency. On the 
teaching front, these initiatives have been geared towards 
increasing students’ throughput.

8.8  Labour market outcomes for the young

The integration of young people in the Scandinavian labour market 
rests on a two-fold strategy: a well-functioning and free-of-cost 
education system, and a comprehensive system of activation pol-
icies. The primary aim is to assure that young people undertake 
swift school to work (STW) transitions. Youth unemployment is, 
however, a serious problem, in the Scandinavian countries as well, 
and the transition from education to work is difficult for many 
young people. The second part of the strategy therefore focuses 
on shifting young people with no or uncompleted education either 
back to education, so that they will later qualify for work, or to 
support young people’s labour market entry through activation 
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initiatives (Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012, Tosun et al 2017, NO-
SOSCO 2011). 

As documented previously, the educational level in the popu-
lation has been on the increase over the past decades, delaying the 
point at which young people make a more permanent transition 
into the labour market. However, there is at the same time a per-
sistent problem with school dropout rates from upper-secondary 
levels. Furthermore, structural changes in the labour market and 
an increase in the use of temporary contracts make SWT take the 
form of an unstructured process, stretching out in time over the 
life course of young people. Instead of one defined shift, from ed-
ucation into work, many young people experience a more gradual 
transition, sometimes shifting in and out of temporary work, or 
having transitions characterised by part-time work combined with 
education. This makes labour market outcomes for young people 
more complicated to describe than for the adult population. For 
example, it is not necessarily desirable to have high employment 
rates for the young, as it is a goal for young people to complete 
education and not be in work. Consequently, employment meas-
ures may not tell a very interesting story on the labour market 
participation prospects of young people.

Furthermore, unemployment rates may also be a problematic 
measure, particularly in cross-national comparisons. Technical dif-
ferences in the educational systems may, for example, mean that for 
some young people registered as in employment, this applies in some 
countries to students in vocational training, where other countries 
include vocational education as part of the education system. This 
may cause differences in national statistics that in reality say very 
little about any cross-national differences in youth unemployment 
(Forslund 2018). Therefore, it has become more common to com-
pare inactivity rates among young persons in terms of NEET rates. 

In this chapter, we will briefly describe both youth employment 
and unemployment rates, before we turn to comparing NEET rates 



Integrating young people and women in the labour market 

398

across the Scandinavian countries. Then we describe measures di-
rected at young people, more specifically the active labour market 
policies for young in Scandinavia. Activation measures are to a 
large extent pointed out as the solution to youth unemployment 
and marginalisation of some groups of young people in the labour 
market. We also comment on some of the challenges remaining 
for young persons, in particularly improving labour market partic-
ipation among young school dropouts and young with immigrant 
backgrounds and, in Norway in particular, reducing the young 
depending on health-related benefits.

8.8.1  Youth employment

Young people have a lower employment rate than adults in all 
Scandinavian countries. Denmark and Norway have the highest 
share of young persons in employment, at around 50 percent. 
This is, however, considerably lower than for the adult popula-
tion where employment levels are close to 80 percent. Sweden 
has the highest overall employment rate in Europe at around 82 
percent, but the employment level for the young is measured at 
43.9 percent, making the gap between youth employment and adult 
employment particularly large in Sweden. Despite these large gaps, 
Scandinavian countries nevertheless have a higher youth employ-
ment level than the EU-28 average (35.8 percent) and considerably 
higher than, for example, Greece (14.6 percent). 

The main strategy for Scandinavian countries is that young 
people complete at least upper-secondary education. A lower em-
ployment rates among young people is therefore not necessarily 
considered a policy problem, as long as educational attainment 
remains high. 
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Employment rates are here measured using the Labour Force 
Survey that picks up everyone who has been in work at least one 
hour during the reference period. This means that part-time work 
is also included as employment and the statistics therefore reflect 
that young people may combine part-time work with education. 

The employment rates for young people have been sensitive to 
the economic recession and fell in all countries after the 2008/09 
economic crises but have since recovered. Over the past decades, 
youth employment rates have become more similar in Scandinavi-
an countries than what they were at the beginning of the century.

For the young there is a reversed gender gap in employment in 
Scandinavia, with women having the highest employment rates. 
The reversed gender gap is largest in Sweden where the employ-
ment rate of young women is 2.2 percent higher than that of young 
men. Τhe EU-28 have a traditional gender employment gap in 
the young population, with men having about 4 percent higher 
employment rates than women. In Greece, the gender gap is 2.7 
percent for the young in favour of men.

It should be noted that cross-national comparisons of employ-
ment rates might be difficult, as Norway and Denmark have a large 
proportion of young people in apprenticeship training, which counts 
as employment, boosting employment rates for the young. Whereas 
Sweden has a more school-based vocational training where these 
young people are not considered part of the workforce and not 
included in employment statistics (Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012)

8.8.2  Youth unemployment

The larger economic trends in a country influence youth unemploy-
ment. When the economy stagnates, youth unemployment tends 
to increase. Norway has had the lowest youth unemployment rate 
over time, while youth unemployment has decreased in Denmark. 
Sweden has youth unemployment in line with the EU-28 average. 
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In 2019, unemployment levels were at around 10 percent in both 
Norway and Denmark for the 15–24 age group, compared to 20 
percent in Sweden.

Compared to the adult population (20–64 age group) youth 
unemployment in Scandinavia is more than three times higher. 
It is worth noting that unemployment here is measured as those 
who respond in the LFS that they are actively seeking work and 
are ready to start a job within two weeks. This may also include 
students who are seeking part-time or seasonal work. In addition, 
technical differences may influence unemployment measures. 
For example, if student grants also cover vacation periods, the 
tendency for young people to register as unemployed decreases. 
Such technical differences make the unemployment statistics less 
suitable for cross-national comparisons for the young population. 
The Swedish data registrations of unemployment levels are es-
pecially sensitive to age group (see figure 8.14). The differences 
in unemployment levels between the Scandinavian countries are 
largest for the youngest cohorts.

There is relatively little variation in youth unemployment rates 
between women and men in Scandinavia. The largest gender dif-
ferences are in Norway, where the unemployment rates are higher 
for young men than for young women (measured for the 15–29 
age group).

However, as noted above, youth unemployment rates are not 
necessarily useful in terms of illustrating labour market prospects 
for young people. Some differences may occur because of dif-
ferences in educational systems and differences in registering as 
unemployed. NEET rates, measuring inactivity levels among the 
young population, therefore supplement employment and unem-
ployment statistics for young persons.
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Figure 8.14 

Youth unemployment rates by country and different age groups, 2019 
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Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.

Figure 8.15 

Youth unemployment rates by country and gender, age group 15–29 years, 
2019 
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8.8.3  NEETs

The NEET rate (the share of NEETs over the total population of 
the same age) refers to a broader measure of youth vulnerability 
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than the unemployment figures. The acronym stands for ‘Not 
in Employment, Education and Training’ and refers to different 
subgroups of young people who are not working, including the 
unemployed as well as inactive, and young people not taking part 
in education. NEETs are not a homogeneous social group and may 
conceal different reasons for youth disengagement.

NEET rates are in Scandinavia well below the EU-28 aver-
age of 12.5 percent, with some variations between the countries. 
Norway and Sweden in 2019 both had NEET rates at around 6.5 
percent in the 15–29 years age group, and Denmark around 10 
percent. The comparative NEET rate for Greece was 17.7 percent. 
This may be interpreted as young Scandinavians having a better 
integration to education and to the labour market compared with 
the average of European countries.

NEET rates in Scandinavia have remained relatively stable 
over the last decade and appear less sensitive to macroeconomic 
changes than youth unemployment rates. In a country like Greece, 
for example, the NEET rate increased sharply with the economic 
crisis in 2008/09. This signals that the NEET population in Scan-
dinavia constitute a small, but vulnerable group of young people, 
with weak ties to the labour market.

The NEET group in Scandinavia is a marginalised group of 
young people. It has been documented that young people with a 
low education level are more at risk of being NEET. The same ap-
plies to young people with immigrant backgrounds (OECD 2016, 
OECD 2018). Compared with the rest of the EU, where women 
tend to have a higher likelihood of being NEET, in particular in 
Southern Europe, there is a low gender gap in the NEET group 
in Scandinavia.
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Figure 8.16 

NEET rates by country, gender and age group 15–29 years, 2019
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Figure 8.17 

NEET rates by activity status, inactive and unemployed by country,  
age group 15 – 29, 2019 
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The NEET population may be divided into those who are un-
employed and therefore actively seeking work, and those who are 
inactive. A large majority of the NEET group in Scandinavia is 
characterised as inactive. This is different to Greece, for example, 
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where the majority of the NEET population is unemployed. Den-
mark and Norway have the highest share of inactive NEETs where 
about 7 out of 10 NEETs are inactive. In Sweden, this applies to 6 
out of 10, in line with the EU-28 average. The situation is opposite 
in Greece where about 3 out 10 NEETs are inactive. 

8.9  Youth-oriented active labour market policies

A general policy concern for youth unemployment in Europe, 
including Scandinavia, has led policy makers to adapt meas-
ures focusing on the young population out of work, developing 
youth-oriented active labour market measures. This may include 
separate programs just for young people, but also the prioritisation 
of young unemployed individuals in the selection of candidates 
for particular programmes. According to Caliendo & Schmidl 
(2016) the primary objective of ALMPs for youth is to integrate 
unemployed youth into the labour market, stabilise their career 
entry, and/or to promote the take-up of vocational training as an 
intermediate step to labour market entry. 

In the Scandinavian countries, a large share of the youth popu-
lation successfully complete education. The pool of young adults 
who are in the target group for activation measures thus consists 
of individuals with low qualifications, no previous labour market 
experience and who have dropped out of secondary school. This 
also includes a high proportion of young persons with immigrant 
backgrounds (OECD 2016, 2018). Within a workforce consisting 
of high skilled workers, many of whom possess a tertiary degree, 
the young people targeted by activation measures are therefore 
a very disadvantaged group, and correspondingly difficult to 
integrate into the labour market. The success rate of activation 
measures or ALMPs directed at the young in Scandinavia must 
therefore be seen in relation to the vulnerability of the group it 
sets out to help.
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There is not a uniform definition of what is included in ALMPs 
or activation measures. The majority of activation measures will 
be directed at the unemployed population in general, however, 
Scandinavian countries have, in-line with many other EU counties, 
adopted a range of youth-oriented active labour market policies 
(Torsun et al 2017, Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012). This does not 
mean that the majority of activation measures in Scandinavia are 
directed at youth. A study based on OECD data from 2012 which 
compared the share of unemployed youth participating in ALMP 
to the share of unemployed adults participating in ALMP, showed 
that Denmark, Norway and Sweden all demonstrated an under-rep-
resentation of youth compared to adults in ALMPs (Caliendo & 
Schmidl 2016, Table 1, Column 9).

Updated cross-national overviews of youth-oriented activation 
measures in Scandinavia are generally lacking. One of the few 
existing comparative overviews was carried out by Olofsson & 
Wadensjö (2012) and points out both similarities and differences 
in Scandinavian youth activation measures, as outlined below. 
Newer developments in the policies in Denmark and Sweden are 
therefore not commented on here. For Norway, the summary be-
low also includes the most recent national changes to the youth 
activation polices. 

8.9.1  Danish activation measures for the young

Danish measures for counteracting youth unemployment have 
focused mainly on training, as opposed to employment. This has 
taken the form of reference production schools, for example, as 
well as shorter and more flexible variants of vocational training 
(Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012).

Furthermore, the Danes have put much effort into the coordina-
tion of services in the form of establishing job and training centres 
at the local level, partly as an outcome of the 2004 educational 
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and vocational training reform. The centres include various labour 
services such as job search assistance, as well as services directed 
at schools, in order to give individuals better opportunities for 
coordinated assistance. The use of individual action plans and 
long-term follow-up services and the monitoring of results after 
completed training are also included in the local centres.

Denmark has, in line with the other Scandinavian countries, 
a long track record of so-called youth guarantee polices, dating 
back to the 1990s. The purpose was to guarantee unemployed 
young persons an activation measure, primarily training. Initially, 
the guarantee was directed at 18-19-year-olds without access to 
unemployment benefits. Today the system is expanded to young 
adults under the age of 30. The youth guarantee operates with a 
strict sanction regime, where social assistance for those who reject 
offered activity or training is reduced.

Although the activity requirements are stringent, the gener-
osity of the social assistance pay-out is also a hallmark of the 
Danish system, as are generous unemployment pay-outs. This is 
a feature of the Danish system referred to as “flexicurity”, where 
the combination of generous compensation systems, activation 
measures and the absence of legally enshrined job security are to 
facilitate mobility and job matching in the labour market (Olofsson 
& Wadensjö 2012). 

8.9.2  Swedish activation measures for the young

Sweden has a youth guarantee aimed at providing those under the 
age of 25 with some form of activity before 100 days of unem-
ployment have passed. It is a responsibility of the municipalities 
to track down young people under 20 years of age who are not 
studying. Sweden also passed a law in 1998 making social assis-
tance to the unemployed young conditional. In Sweden, there has 
been a somewhat greater problem of coordination of services than 
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in Denmark and Norway and there have been changes in organ-
isation and responsibility. The sharing of responsibility between 
secondary schools, social services and employment offices has 
been unclear. Activation polices for the young and the job guar-
antee (formerly called development guarantee) were previously 
financed by the national Labour Market Administration but or-
ganised by the municipalities. This system has, however, changed 
and been replaced by a job guarantee for the young organised by 
employment agencies which are separate from the municipalities 
(Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012).

Furthermore, the responsibility of municipalities has primarily 
been limited to keeping themselves informed about youth un-
employment and has become less about direct follow-up of the 
unemployed youth. The municipalities have not been required to 
contact unemployed youth or apply activation measures. In addi-
tion, the responsibility has been limited only to young people under 
the age of 20. In Denmark and Norway there has been less interest 
in the age of the young person and activation measures has been 
more about reaching out to youth and young adults who have not 
completed upper-secondary school (Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012).

Compared to the other Scandinavian countries, training meas-
ures have played a lesser role in Sweden. High unemployment 
rates among young persons in Sweden, in combination with many 
young Swedes not completing upper-secondary school, have not 
been compensated by targeted training measures, as for example 
in Denmark and to some extent Norway. These countries offer less 
demanding vocational training programs to unemployed youth. In 
addition, labour market training has in Sweden been targeted more 
at the over-25-year-old population. This has limited the vocational 
training opportunities for young Swedes who do not complete 
upper secondary school (Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012).

In Sweden, there is also a sharper distinction between the stand-
ard education system and job training within the labour market 
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policy. The Swedish policy has been dominated by a perception 
that formal education should not be offered within the framework 
of labour market policy, as it would be unfair and create incentive 
problems in the training area if a large number of young people 
have their vocational training funded by activation measures, 
whilst other students have to apply for student funding. How-
ever, in Denmark this has been assessed differently, where the 
completion of upper secondary school has been seen as a right. 
In Denmark, training for young people has been supported and 
it has been argued that the young who are at the margins of the 
education system are also at the greatest risk of becoming socially 
marginalised, and an emphasis has therefore been on targeting 
training initiatives for this vulnerable segment of low-educated 
young people. In Sweden, there has been little of such initiatives 
(Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012). 

Although it is generally difficult to measure the effectiveness of 
ALMPs, it is worth noting that Sweden is the Scandinavian coun-
try with the highest levels of youth unemployment. This may be 
because of fewer activation measures and less vocational training 
opportunities for vulnerable young Swedes.

8.9.3  Norwegian activation measures for the young

In Norway, activation measures for youth and young adults have 
been organised in the form of a youth guarantee. A special guar-
antee was made to activate the unemployed under the age of 20, 
and in the mid-1990s the system was expanded to include long-
term unemployed aged 20–24. In addition, it was a target that 90 
percent of the group of young persons registered at NAV, and who 
had reduced work capacity, should have an individual activation 
plan (Olofsson & Wadensjö 2012).

In 2017, the previous youth guarantees for the young in Nor-
way were abandoned and instead replaced with a new youth effort 
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targeting all those unemployed under the age of 30. The new youth 
effort still takes the form of a youth guarantee where NAV offices 
(PES) are obliged to give an individual in the under-30 population 
a work-related offer within eight weeks of registering as unem-
ployed. The measures offered must take the form of individual 
work-plans, participating in job clubs, close follow-up from the 
NAV, as well as different form of labour market programmes, work 
placements or school-based training (Strand et al 2020).

Norway has also put a great emphasis on the coordination of 
labour services. Most importantly in this context was the NAV 
reform from 2006 whereby the two national security agencies were 
merged into one and localised together with the municipal social 
services, into one-stop shop offices named NAV offices (Norwe-
gian Labour and Welfare Service). NAV have offices in every 
municipality and are responsible for the execution of the activation 
polices in Norway, including services to the young unemployed 
based on individual action plans and long-term follow up.

Work placements have been the dominant element of the Nor-
wegian youth guarantee, and from the mid-1990s there was a 
shift from an emphasis on training towards an emphasis on work. 
Work placements still constitute an important part of the activation 
measures for the young in Norway, but over the past decade there 
has again been a stronger emphasis on training initiatives. This 
goes together with the policy goal of trying to get as many young 
as possible to complete upper-secondary school. NAV have over 
the last decades developed a stronger collaboration with the formal 
education system at upper-secondary level, and job placements 
are more frequently combined with vocational training and/or ap-
prenticeship arrangements.

Norway has, in line with the other Scandinavian counties, also 
introduced conditionality for social assistance recipients, and from 
2017 Norway has introduced an activity condition for all social 
assistance recipients under the age of 30, where young social 
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assistance recipients have to participate in activation programmes, 
and non-compliance leads to sanctions. 

A particular concern in the Norwegian context has been the 
high share of young people receiving a health-related benefit 
called work assessment allowance. There is no particular reason 
to think that Norwegian youth have poorer health compared to their 
Scandinavian counterparts. The high number of young people on 
health-benefits is to be interpreted as an outcome of the specific 
design of the Norwegian benefit system that is open for all those 
unemployed with a reduced work capacity due to a health problem 
to receive work assessment allowance for a period of up to three 
years. This particular allowance provides a higher and more stable 
pay-out than, for example, social assistance. A closer examination 
of the young people receiving work assessment allowance reveals 
that close to 70 percent of the young recipients gain access to the 
allowance because of a mental health problem, such as anxiety or 
depression. In the Norwegian welfare debate particular concern 
has therefore been directed at a potential medicalisation of youth 
unemployment in Norway, where vulnerable young school drop-
outs are provided a mental health diagnosis, and thereby access 
to income security, instead of proper help to complete education 
or to gain access to the labour market (Fevang 2020). Very recent 
shifts (from 1st February 2020) in the welfare system have tried to 
address this problem, and pay-outs of work assessment allowance 
for those under the age of 25 have been reduced.

8.9.4  Challenges

●● Unemployment levels are about three times higher for 
young people than for adults in Scandinavia. In addition, 
a low but stable NEET rate signals that the labour market 
integration of young people remains at the peril of being 
excluded from the labour market.
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●● Research documents that youth with low educational lev-
el (not completed upper-secondary education), as well as 
youth of immigrant backgrounds, are particularly at risk 
of being unemployed or a NEET in Scandinavia.

●● Activation polices such as training initiatives (in particular 
in Denmark) and job placements (in particular in Norway), 
in combination with conditionality for benefit recipients 
have, for the past few decades, targeted the young out-of-
work population in Scandinavia. Yet, a small but stable 
proportion of young NEETs in Scandinavia illustrates that 
a low-educated group of young remains vulnerable and at 
high risk of unemployment and inactivity, and as such also 
represents a significant challenge to the foundation of the 
Nordic model which rests on a full employment strategy.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Dimitris Katsikas, Daphne Nicolitsas and Tone Fløtten

■

Young men and women are incompletely integrated into the 
Greek labour market. Many young people are either out of 

employment or are employed in jobs with unsatisfactory pay, work-
ing conditions or opportunities for professional advancement. This 
situation undermines their career –and ultimately– their life pros-
pects. This is vividly illustrated by the responses to our youth labour 
market survey, in which more than half of the 25-to-29-year-olds and 
38 per cent of the 30-to-34-year-olds said that they are still being 
financially supported by their families.

The unfavourable personal prospects of youth undermine the 
country’s growth potential. Given the adverse legacy of the 2010s 
crisis, and the need to reform the national growth model, invest-
ment in Greece’s human capital is of paramount importance for its 
economic future. The formulation of proposals as to how best to do 
this requires a detailed account of youth’s place in the labour market, 
including through a gender perspective. This has been the principal 
aim of this study, which updates and complements existing work 
with new research to offer a comprehensive, up-to-date description 
and analysis of youth’s status in the Greek labour market. 

The analysis reveals a few structural trends that affect the inte-
gration of youth in the Greek labour market. First, the population 
of young people in Greece has fallen dramatically over the last 
twenty years, due to adverse demographic trends and the wave of 
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migration that took place during the crisis. As a result, the number 
of young people in the Greek labour force has declined from more 
than 1.9 million in 2001 to less than 1.3 million in 2019. Despite 
the trend in the overall youth population, the decline of the partic-
ipation rate has been modest and concentrated in the younger age 
groups (15–24), who stay in education for longer and therefore 
enter the labour market later in life. 

The improvement in young people’s educational qualifications 
is the second major trend documented by our analysis. Though 
fewer, young people are clearly better qualified compared to past 
generations. Apart from the 15–19 age group, which includes 
young people who are still at school, the share of labour market 
participants whose highest credentials are from lower secondary 
education or below has fallen to single digits in every age group. 
At the same time, more young people choose tertiary education; 
student enrolment in Greece is the highest in the EU. As a result, 
the share of economically-active tertiary education graduates aged 
25–34 has increased from 25 per cent per in 2001 to 43 per cent 
in 2019. What is more, the role of education in the labour market 
seems also to have changed during the crisis, as both employment 
prospects and protection against unemployment have improved 
for the better-educated youth. 

A third significant trend relates to the presence of young women 
in the labour market. While they continue to be less economically 
active than men, their share in the labour force has increased over 
the past twenty years. In 2001, for every 100 economically ac-
tive men aged 15–34, there were roughly 76 economically active 
women in the same age group; by 2019, this ratio had changed to 
86 women per 100 men. Similarly, the employment gap between 
men and women aged 15–34 has narrowed. Before the fiscal crisis, 
convergence was slow but positive as more women entered em-
ployment; after the crisis, convergence accelerated, a development 
however, driven by the crisis impacting more profoundly on men 
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than women. While it is not clear whether the improvement in 
the employment share of women will continue, two factors give 
reason for optimism: First, the shift in the labour market noted 
above towards a more educated workforce favours women, as 
young women have more educational qualifications than young 
men; they account for roughly 60 per cent of recent post-secondary 
vocational and tertiary education graduates. Second, the increased 
opportunities for flexible employment after the crisis could also 
lead to a higher employment rate for women, as women tend to 
work more in part-time jobs.

The position of today’s youth in the world of work has been 
heavily impacted by the crisis of the previous decade. Over and 
above the impact it has had on long-term trends, described above, 
the crisis is also responsible for the current level of youth inclusion 
in the labour market. The employment and unemployment rates 
for young people generally follow a similar pattern, irrespective 
of the type of analysis employed (age sub-groups, gender, educa-
tional qualifications): stabilization or a slight improvement during 
the pre-crisis period, followed by a sharp deterioration between 
2009–2013 and a gradual recovery since 2014, though pre-crisis 
levels have yet to be reached. As a result, in 2019, the employment 
rate for people aged 15–34 was 41.2 per cent, ten percentage points 
lower compared to 2008. Similarly, the unemployment rate for the 
15–34 age group stood at 25.5 per cent in 2019, almost double 
the 2008 rate. The impact of the crisis is also evident in the youth 
NEET rate, which peaked at 30.8 per cent during the crisis. Despite 
its decline since 2014, the NEET rate was still high in 2019 at 20.7 
per cent, meaning that close to half a million young people were 
not in employment, education or training. Most of them are (long-
term) unemployed. Finally, the crisis led to a significant increase 
in part-time employment; this mostly affected the younger age 
groups (15–24), who are more willing to work part-time, than the 
older age groups (25–34). 
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Unlike the crisis of the 2010s, the pandemic does not seem to 
have had a significant impact on the labour market, as the measures 
taken have protected people who were already in employment. 
The most significant impact relates to young people who wanted 
to enter the labour market but were unable to find a job given the 
adverse circumstances. The challenge now is to facilitate their 
transition into the labour market as the economy recovers, in order 
to avoid a new wave of long-term unemployed.

The crisis of the 2010s is a crucial factor that has affected 
the place of young people in the labour market, but it is not the 
only one. Another significant structural feature, which inhibits 
both the entry of young people into the labour market and their 
advancement once they are employed, is the mismatch between 
their educational qualifications and skills and those required by 
the economy. This problem relates to two other factors: First, the 
apparent inability of the Greek economy to absorb more highly 
qualified young people and second, the failure to connect the ed-
ucational system to the economy.

The sectoral and occupational distribution of youth employ-
ment shows that retail and the food and beverage service activi-
ties are the sectors which predominantly employ young people. 
In these sectors, the young are typically employed in low- and 
middle-skill occupations. Given that the concentration of youth 
employment in these sectors further increased during the crisis, 
it seems that there have been two opposing trends in the labour 
market in recent years: on the one hand, Greek youth has continued 
to improve its educational qualifications, and on the other hand, 
young people are increasingly employed in occupations which are 
not knowledge-intensive, resulting in higher levels of over-qual-
ification. Further analysis confirms that those who work in the 
wholesale and retail trade, accommodation and food and beverage 
services, and in agriculture, forestry and fishing are statistically 
more likely to be overqualified. Over-qualification leads to the 
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under-utilization of young people’s potential, wasting public and 
private resources invested in education and training, and leading 
to lower job satisfaction and wages.

At the same time, the orientation of the Greek economy to-
wards low value-added activities and products of low-to-medium 
technological content, explains why youth employment in sectors 
like telecommunications, manufacturing, computer programming 
and engineering remains at very low levels. When the share of 
employment in high-technology manufacturing and knowledge-in-
tensive high-technology services in Greece ranges between 2 and 
3 per cent (placing the country 25th in the EU in this regard), job 
opportunities for young graduates in such sectors are rare. 

A review of available data on innovation and research activities, 
which are central for the transition to a knowledge-based econo-
my, shows that the transformation of this growth paradigm will 
be difficult. The share of R&D personnel in total employment in 
Greece is low and most research activity, and therefore research 
employment, is concentrated in the country’s universities, while 
the Greek business sector ranks 24th in the EU as an employer of 
researchers. The distribution of research employment affects the 
nature of the research output, which seems disconnected from 
productive activities. 

The structural features of the Greek economy go some way 
towards accounting for the skill shortages that Greek businesses 
often report. The features of the economy’s productive structure 
described above, prohibit companies from offering better salaries, 
terms of employment and learning opportunities to potential work-
ers. Despite the difficulties they face finding a job, almost half of 
the respondents in our survey reported having rejected job offers 
in recent years, mainly due to low pay and unsatisfactory terms of 
employment; those who are in employment, report dissatisfaction 
with the learning and career development opportunities provided 
for them by their employers.
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The mismatch between young people’s qualifications and the 
economy’s requirements also stems from the failure to connect 
the educational system to the economy. First, it is evident that 
the way in which youth make their educational and professional 
choices is inefficient. The survey shows that humanities, social 
sciences, education and law are popular fields, even though they 
appear to have poor professional prospects compared to other 
specializations. As a result, the incidence of horizontal mismatch 
is also high in Greece. 

Rather surprisingly, vocational education graduates also report 
high rates of skills mismatch. This indicates that the design of 
many VET programmes is poor, and that they fail to address actual 
market needs. This is verified by the review of the literature on the 
VET system in Greece, which highlights inter alia the inefficient 
way study programmes are designed. This problem is not limited to 
VET but also extends to the higher education system; the increase 
in the number of academic departments and students’ places that 
has contributed to the rising rate of tertiary education graduates 
over the past two decades, has largely occurred in scientific fields 
with low demand in the labour market.

More generally, there is an obvious failure on the part of public 
policy to facilitate the transition of young people from the educa-
tional system to the labour market. The lack of a mechanism for 
counselling students on their educational and professional options 
before they leave school, and the lack of support for the job-seek-
ing process, lead to poor educational and professional choices. 
Moreover, the limited role of active labour market policies and 
VET limit young people’s options with regard to acquiring work 
experience. 

In recent years, governments seem to have started to acknowl-
edge this failure, and several reforms have been promoted in re-
lation to the VET system and to the operation of the Manpower 
Employment Organization responsible for job-seeking support 
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and active labour market policies. Implementation concerns aside, 
it is certain that these positive initiatives will prove insufficient 
unless the economy’s productive structure is also transformed, 
cooperation between universities and the private sector improves, 
and a counselling mechanism for students is established, which is 
equipped to identify current and future trends in the labour market.

The low number of women in employment is another struc-
tural feature of the Greek labour market. That is why this study 
has emphasized the role of gender, focusing on the position of 
young women in the labour market and the related legal and pol-
icy framework. Despite the trend towards convergence described 
above, young women have still substantially lower participation 
and employment rates, as well as higher unemployment, long-term 
unemployment and NEET rates, than young men. 

The turning point for young women seems to occur at the age 
of 25. Until then, young men and women are both in education 
for the most part, and the differences in their participation and 
employment rates are relatively small. However, after the age of 
25, the participation rate for men increases more than it does for 
women; it continues to rise after the age of 30, while the women’s 
rate remains stagnant. At the same time, after the age of 25, the 
employment rate for women plateaus at approximately 60 per cent 
and remains flat thereafter; conversely, their unemployment rate 
hits a lower limit in the area of 25 to 30 per cent. On the other hand, 
the employment rates for men continue to increase, reaching 80 
per cent after the age of 30, while their unemployment rate con-
tinues to drop, to levels below 15 per cent. There are two reasons 
for this differentiation between the sexes after their mid-20s: first, 
a substantial number of women do not join the labour force due 
to family commitments; second, the demand for female workers 
is lower than the demand for male workers in these age groups. 

Both factors relate to aspects of gender discrimination. Ex-
iting the labour market due to family commitments is linked to 
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patriarchal attitudes, which are still widespread in Greek society. 
In addition to such attitudes, low demand for female labour is 
to some extent linked to the issue of maternity and the tendency 
common among employers to avoid hiring young women, since 
they consider them likely to start a family in the years to come. 
However, discrimination is not limited to labour market access. 
Women experience discrimination even after they find a job; 
pregnancy/maternity issues seem to be a source of problems with 
employers among employed women, as well. While the legal an-
ti-discrimination framework and related policies are in line with 
international and European standards, they seem to be less effec-
tive in this respect. In addition, there is a gender pay gap between 
men and women. Research conducted for this study shows that 
the unadjusted gender pay gap is roughly 10 per cent; when age, 
educational level and sector of occupation are considered, but 
without correcting for self-selection, this drops to 7 per cent. It 
also appears that the gender wage gap is narrower for more recent 
cohorts. Finally, another form of discrimination is the so-called 
‘glass ceiling’, as women find it more difficult than men to reach 
the higher echelons of a professional hierarchy. 

The issue of discrimination is examined in our youth labour 
market survey. As expected, a larger share of employed female 
respondents report having experienced gender discrimination than 
men. This share becomes substantially larger when the respondents 
are women who are currently out of employment (unemployed 
or inactive). Although more research is needed in this respect, 
these tentative findings imply that discrimination may lead some 
women out of employment for long periods of time or even per-
manently. Another interesting finding is that employed women rate 
all types of discrimination as more important obstacles to career 
advancement than men. If this is an indication that women expe-
rience all types of discrimination more intensely, the implication 
is that gender functions as a sort of ‘filter’ for all other types of 
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discrimination, leaving women more exposed to discriminatory 
behaviour overall.

The discussion so far demonstrates the many difficulties that 
inhibit the integration of young women and men into the labour 
market. As documented by our survey, this situation leaves youth 
with the impression that they are being discriminated against due 
to their age and contributes to the problems of prolonged un-
employment and labour market exit. It also contributes to the 
acceptance of jobs which require a level of qualifications lower 
than the one they possess or which are unrelated to their studies. 
This in turn, leads many young people into a vicious cycle of low 
job satisfaction, lack of effort, and unsatisfactory professional pro-
gress. In this context, for a large part of Greece’s youth, attaining 
their overwhelming priority—a work-family life balance—seems 
almost impossible. Unsurprisingly, their assessment of public and 
labour market institutions is negative. Our survey participants are 
disappointed with the educational system, which they feel does 
not prepare them well for the transition to the labour market, while 
trust in trade unions is low irrespective of the respondents’ so-
cio-economic features or type of employment. In these conditions, 
almost one in three survey participants are thinking of leaving the 
country in the future. 

A second objective of this study was to draw on the expertise 
of Fafo and present the Nordic countries’ experience, given their 
widely acknowledged success in the integration of young people 
and women into the labour market. Despite the obvious differences 
between their economies and that of Greece, their policies and 
best practices can prove a source of inspiration for Greek policy 
makers in two ways. First, the Nordic countries have achieved 
very high participation and employment rates, which is to say 
that they have largely resolved the problem of the underutilization 
of their human capital, which is the focus of this study. These 
countries have endorsed an ‘active society’ doctrine, which views 
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employment as a route to personal self-fulfillment and national 
economic prosperity. Accordingly, they have developed a system 
which aims to ‘activate’ people by integrating them into the labour 
market. In terms of youth, this has involved an array of policy tools 
including active labour market policies intended to achieve swift 
school-to-work transition (STW), a well-established VET system, 
and localized and targeted policies for NEETs. Gender-related pol-
icies include a well-developed childcare system, generous parental 
leave with fathers’ quotas to encourage a more even distribution 
of parental leave between men and women, and the assigning of 
gender equality activity and reporting duties to the state, to social 
partners, and most importantly to employers. 

Over and beyond these successful policies, learning can also 
occur in relation to the unresolved labour market issues, which, 
despite their accomplishments, Nordic countries still face. In re-
lation to youth, these include a substantially higher youth unem-
ployment rate (compared to the general population), a low but 
persistent share of marginalized NEETs, and an increase in atyp-
ical employment, which complicates and delays the integration of 
young people into full-time regular employment. On the gender 
front, both the gender-based segmentation of the labour market and 
the higher levels of part-time employment among women impact 
adversely on their earnings and career prospects, contributing to 
the gender pay gap and the glass ceiling problems. 

Greater efforts have been made to address many of the issues 
raised in this study since the onset of the financial crisis in Greece. 
However, gaps are evident in the design of the reforms that have 
been promoted, while there are areas where progress is clearly 
lacking, such as for example, the closer link between education 
and the labour market, incentives for high-tech firms to expand and 
employ youth, and a more comprehensive approach to education 
which would imply close collaboration between the Ministries 
of Education, Labour and the Manpower Services Organization. 
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There is also lack of any structured and significant contribution by 
the social partners, and this stands out as a significant difference 
from the Nordic countries where social partners view full employ-
ment as part of their responsibilities. As a result, major challenges 
remain. In this context, there is significant scope to learn both 
from established and successful policies in the Nordics, as well 
as from current policy initiatives and debates regarding problems 
that persist. In addition, and perhaps most importantly, Greece can 
learn from the Nordic countries’ experience in devising a holistic 
strategy in line with economic needs and social priorities. Given 
the need to transform the country’s growth model, and current 
efforts to do so included in the National Recovery and Resilience 
Plan, this could be an extremely valuable lesson to learn. 
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