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1. Introduction
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Youth unemployment is an issue that seriously concerns many countries, especially those in developing
regions. Different policies and measures have been proposed and implemented to decrease youth
unemployment. These policies put the focus on improving education because it is expected that
education increases chances for employment of young people. Challenges faced by young people aged
15 to 29 years, especially those that belong to NEET category (not in education, employment or
training), are of special interest for researchers[1] having in mind that inactivity-caused social exclusion
has strong negative impact on youth’s basic needs.[2]

The acronym NEET (not in employment, education or training) refers to young people not in employment
(unemployed and economically inactive, i.e. young people that do not work and are not able to work or
do not seek employment) and are not in education or do not attend training.[3]

2. Definition of NEET youth and youth unemployment

One of key steps in addressing problems of youth in general and of NEET youth especially is creation and
definition of the size and composition of these categories. Marked by one of the highest rate of youth
unemployment and low youth employment, the need for addressing youth’s position on the labour
market is much greater in North Macedonia compared to other countries in Europe.

This policy paper attempts to provide an overview of challenges and opportunities for NEET youth on
their path to employment. This also includes review of the institutional setup, analysis of relevant
policies and regulations, existing active measures, including Youth Guarantee, and statistics on their
success rate. Finally, the document offers recommendations for relevant actors aimed at better
understanding of and actions to address youth unemployment.

[1] Spatarelu, Eliza Mihaela. 2015. Youth Insertion on Labour Market. Procedia Economics and Finance 32: 1020–1026.; Vasilea, Valentina,
and Irina Anghel. 2015. The educational level as a risk factor for youth exclusion from the labour market. Procedia Economics and Finance
22: 64–71.
[2] Eck, Jennifer, Christiane Schoel, and Rainer Greifeneder. 2016. Coping with or buffering against the negative impact of social exclusion on
basic needs: A review of strategies. In Social Exclusion, ed. Paolo Riva and Jennifer Eck, 227–249. Cham: Springer International Publishing.
[3] Eurofound, NEETs - Young people not in employment, education or training: Characteristics, costs and policy responses in Europe,
Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg 2012.
[4] Eurofound, NEETs - Young people not in employment, education or training: Characteristics, costs and policy responses in Europe,
Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg 2012, p. 24
[5] Backman, Olof, and Anders Nilsson. 2016. Long-term consequences of being not in employment, education or training as a young adult.
Stability and change in three Swedish birth cohorts. European Societies 18 (2): 136-157.

NEET youth are exposed to higher risk of poverty and social exclusion.[5] Many indicators show that, in
general, gender, ethnicity, family socio-economic status, special education needs and expensive
education are the main risk that prevent youth to continue their education or find employment, but
certain factors related to individual countries and specific for them as traditional norms, religious values,
etc., should not be undermined.

Main subgroups within NEET are: conventionally unemployed (the biggest cohort); long-term or short-
term unemployed; inaccessible youth (with family obligations, ill or disabled); excluded youth (do not
seek job or education, but otherwise not prevented by other obligations); opportunity seekers (active job
seekers, waiting for the real opportunity); voluntary NEET (travelling or engaged in music, arts or self-
education).[4]

According to the State Statistical Office’s Labour Force Survey, by the end of 2020, the active population
accounted for 941,136 citizens, of which 785,561 are employed, while 155,575 are unemployed. The
activity rate for the age group 15 to 29 years stands at 32.3, while unemployment rate is 31.2.
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3. Institutional setup for addressing youth and NEET unemployment

The institutional framework that regulates youth labour market is comprised of several important
institutions with competences for employment of youth: Ministry of Labour and Social Policy,
Employment Service Agency, Agency for Youth and Sport, Ministry of Education and Science, Special
Advisor on Youth Issues to the Prime Minister, etc. Below is an overview of competences and
responsibilities of relevant institutions.

[6] The Jobs Gateway in South Eastern Europe, available at: https://data.wiiw.ac.at/seejobsgateway.html
[7] Organizational setup of MLSP, available at: https://www.mtsp.gov.mk/kontakti-ns_article-kontakt-novi-tabeli.nspx
[8] Operational Plan for Active Employment Measures and Programmes and Labour Market Services, available at: https://av.gov.mk/operativen-
plan.nspx
[9] In 2019, the Agency’ budget after budget alignments accounted for 549.402 million MKD, of which 78.56% are funds earmarked for sport,
and 4.5% for youth. In 2020, after budget alignments, the Agency’s budget accounted for 540.960 million MKD, of which 77.27% are funds
earmarked for sport, and 3.78% for youth. In 2021, the Agency’s planned budget amounts to 526.436 million MKD, of which 79.7% are
intended for sport, and 3.76% for youth.

Employment Service Agency is responsible for collecting and disseminating labour market information,
providing employment counselling and carrier guidance, job finding for active job seekers, and
administration of passive and active labour market measures. Although ESA is an important institution in
addressing unemployment, it should be noted that it is not responsible for policy creation, but for policy
implementation. Nevertheless, ESA is very important in respect to data and information because it
disposes with data on employed, unemployed and inactive job seekers. In that regard, the Agency is
involved in developing strategies, action and operational plans, and is responsible for implementation of
the Operational Plan for Active Employment Programs and Measures and Labour Market Services.[8]

Youth unemployment is generally high in the Western Balkans. In spite of mild decrease in
unemployment, the unemployment rate in 2018 was twice as high compared to the EU average. Having
in mind specificities of NEET youth in North Macedonia, youth employment is among the highest
(24.1%), with the highest rate recorded in Kosovo (28.5%), followed by Albania (26.5%). Montenegro
has the lowest unemployment rate of 16.2%, followed by Serbia (16.5%) and Bosnia and Herzegovina
(21.6%). Data show that NEET unemployment in the Western Balkans is higher compared to the EU rate
which stands at 17.2%[6]

Ministry of Labour and Social Policy is the central institution responsible for unemployed persons. The
ministry’s sector on labour and employment policies is responsible for development of strategies,
planning and implementation of the Law on Labour Relations and employment policies. This sector has
a separate department on labour market[7] responsible for planning, monitoring and evaluation of
employment policies and national action plans, labour market analyses, especially in respect to groups
exposed to risks of labour market exclusion, as well as monitoring and assessment of active labour
market policies.

Agency for Youth and Sport is the main body responsible for developing and implementing youth
policies. This Agency adopts the National Youth Strategy and is responsible for its implementation and
monitoring. Moreover, the Agency is responsible for conducting analyses in the youth sector and
providing youth-related information. Analysis of the Agency’s budget in the period 2019-2021 allows
the conclusion that its main focus is sport and sport infrastructure improvements, leaving the youth
sector on the side. In particular, the Agency’s budget is variable and amounts to around 500 million
MKD, but vast portion of its funds (around 80%) are intended for sport projects, with less than 5%
earmarked for youth issues.[9]

Yo u t h  ( U n ) e m p l oy m e n t  i n  N o r t h  M a c e d o n i a

Ministry of Education and Science is responsible for activities related to education and teaching of all
types and at all levels; organization, financing, development and promotion of teaching, education and
science. This ministry implements several projects aimed at preparing youth for employment,
addressing education dropout, adult education programmes and integration of vulnerable groups in the

https://data.wiiw.ac.at/seejobsgateway.html
https://www.mtsp.gov.mk/kontakti-ns_article-kontakt-novi-tabeli.nspx
https://av.gov.mk/operativen-plan.nspx
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education system. Moreover, MES implements mentorship programs for Roma and works on integration
of youth with disabilities in regular education.

Government/ Advisor on Youth and Youth Policies
Government of North Macedonia is the key policy-maker and is responsible for development of youth
policies, reforms and measures. In 2018, these efforts were supported with the introduction of the
position Advisor on Youth and Youth Policies, whose role is to participate and coordinate
implementation of youth-related activities on behalf of the government, such as: participation,
organization and coordination of events; meetings with youth, civil society organizations and other
institutions. This advisor also participates in working groups, provides opinions and develops materials
on youth issues and initiatives.

The most relevant and current policies, strategies, action plans, as well as laws in effect were identified
and analysed for the purpose of this policy brief.

[10] National Youth Strategy 2016-2025, available at: https://www.sega.org.mk/images/E-Library/Strategies/NSMK.pdf
[11] Youth Employment Action Plan 2016-2020, available at: https://www.mtsp.gov.mk/dokumenti.nspx
[12] Roma Strategy 2014-2020, available at: https://bit.ly/3qnSEs3

4.1 Relevant policies that address youth unemployment

Youth Employment Action Plan 2016 - 2020[11] features a more specific plan for youth employment
based on goals defined under the National Youth Strategy. The ultimate goal of this action plan is to
promote more and better jobs for youth. Specific objectives under the action plan are mainly focused in
key areas that concern promotion of youth employment: better match of youth skills and labour market
demand; promotion of job creation led by the private sector; facilitation of youth transition to
employment. One of key goals is to increase the number of young people at jobs that match their
qualifications, i.e. by 2020, at least 85% of young people to occupy jobs that match their qualifications
compared to 64.8% in 2014. Another target concerns at least 10% of youth with completed secondary
education and 5% of youth with completed primary education covered by courses for development of
skills. These are just some objectives anticipated in the action plan, which also focuses on youth
employment, enlisting targets such as: at least 20% of employees through government schemes to be
youth aged up to 29 years.

4. Legislative and policy framework

National Youth Strategy (2016-2025)[10] lays down general directions for development of youth
policies. This strategy was developed in line with international strategies and recommendations and
covers the most relevant youth issues, including youth (un)employment. It also focuses on NEET and
vulnerable youth. While the strategy provides solid basis for development of policies and policy
solutions, it is marked by poor implementation track-record, i.e. it has not been properly implemented
since 2016. Namely, the strategy was accompanied by only one action plan for its implementation,
additional funds were not anticipated for strategy implementation and there is no institution designated
for monitoring and evaluation of strategy implementation.

Yo u t h  ( U n ) e m p l oy m e n t  i n  N o r t h  M a c e d o n i a

Roma Strategy (2014 - 2020)[12] anticipates specific measures aimed at improving employment of
Roma through employment guidelines in specific sectors: employment, education, housing, healthcare
and culture.

https://www.sega.org.mk/images/E-Library/Strategies/NSMK.pdf
https://www.mtsp.gov.mk/dokumenti.nspx
https://bit.ly/3qnSEs3
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4.2 Legislative framework that addresses youth unemployment

Law on Youth Engagement and Youth Policies[13] is a new piece of legislation adopted in 2020 and the
first of its kind since 1991. While the law regulates youth organization and participation in policy making
and adoption, it does not address issues such as youth employment and brain-drain. It serves as
baseline legislation focused on youth issues and it requires greater engagement and advocacy on the
part of youth and civil society organizations. Nevertheless, this is a rather specific law that focuses on
youth participation in policy- and decision-making. In addition, as a result of political instability, the
elections and COVID-19 pandemic, many provisions are not enforced or are in initial stage of
implementation, whereby their effects are still unknown.

[13] Law on Youth Participation and Youth Policies, “Official Gazette of RNM” no. 10/2020
[14] Law on Labour Relations, “Official Gazette of RM” no. 62/2005...110/2019
[15] Law on Employment of Persons with Disabilities, “Official Gazette of RM”, no. 44/2000…99/2018
[16] Law on Youth Allowance, “Official Gazette or RM” no. 18/2020
[17] Law on Volunteering, “Official Gazette of RNM” no. 85/2007...102/2021
[18] Law on Internship, “Official Gazette of RNM” no. 98/2019

Law on Labour Relations[14] regulates issues related to employment, rights and obligations of
employers, unemployed people, job seekers and of the state in respect to employment and
unemployment. This is the most complex piece of labour legislation that governs all rights and liabilities
concerning employment and social benefits in case of unemployment.

Law on Social Protection is the basic law that provides detail regulation of rights and obligations of the
state and of the citizens in respect to social protection, but does not provide special regime for
treatment of youth in case of unemployment, i.e. it offers general rights of citizens.
Law on Employment of Persons with Disabilities[15] is the basic law that addresses needs of persons
with disabilities. However, the law does not anticipate special treatment of youth and offers unified
approach for all.

Law on Youth Allowance[16] is a new measure introduced in 2020 to address effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on youth employment. In particular, this allowance was introduced to stimulate enrolment in
secondary vocational schools and incentivise employment after graduation, including the need for
separate legal regulation of the measure related to allowance for youth aged up to 23 years that will be
or are employed mainly in manufacturing activities.

Law on Volunteering[17] was adopted in 2007 and does not include any age limits for engagement in
and organization of volunteer work. Terms and conditions for volunteering are defined in the law and
under individual contracts.

Yo u t h  ( U n ) e m p l oy m e n t  i n  N o r t h  M a c e d o n i a

Law on Internship[18] was adopted in May 2019 and defines interns as persons up to the age of 34
years who are engaged for a period of up to 6 months. Terms and conditions of such work are defined
under individual contracts, but it should be noted that the law stipulates an obligation for employers to
assign them mentor, to set their reimbursement in compliance with the law and to issue certificate for
completed internship.



State institutions are implementing several measures and programmes that support employment. They
are divided into two groups: active measures and programmes such as employment services, labour
market information, employment benefits, while others include passive measures and programmes
such as social welfare and unemployment benefits. The Operational Plan for Active Employment
Measures and Programmes includes several employment measures. These measures are not targeting
only young people, but youth aged up to 29 years are just one group of beneficiaries. Below is an
overview of 2020 active measures and their implementation rate:[19]

5. Measures that address unemployment
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Employment and enterprise growth – is aimed at creating jobs and should promote employment of
unemployed persons in micro, small and medium enterprises, as well as social enterprises that
pursue social goals. This measure resulted in employment of 532 persons, of which 305 are young
people aged up to 29 years.

Job training with known employers – this measure is intended for unemployed people to acquire
skills for performance of job tasks at employers. A total of 61 contracts were signed under this
measure, of which 42 are young people aged up to 29 years.

Professional training according to employer needs and declared interest by unemployed persons.
This measure covered 105 unemployed, of which contracts were signed for 62 persons, and the
remaining contracts are expected to be signed in 2021.

Training for professions in demand aims to meet demand for requested social services that lead to
so-called green jobs. In particular, this training was completed by 281 persons from 17 different
professions, of which 155 were youth aged up to 29 years.

Training for digital skills of unemployed people aged up to 34 years in the field of information
technologies for the purpose of increasing their competitiveness and faster integration on the
labour market. This measure covered 120 persons, of which 87 are youth aged up to 29 years.

Internship programme covered 1,544 persons, of which 1,361 are youth aged up to 29 years, who
have acquired practical skills and knowledge for performance of particular job tasks.

Credits for self-employment of unemployed persons wishing to start own business or legitimise
their informal businesses. Contracts were signed with 292 persons, of which 179 are youth aged up
to 29 years.

Credits for legal entities to create new jobs covered legal entities with favourable credits to expand
their business. This measure resulted in employment of 51 persons, of which 15 are youth aged up
to 29 years.

5.1 The role of Youth Guarantee in addressing youth unemployment

According to EU Council recommendations from 2013, the term “youth unemployment” concerns a
situation in which youth are presented with offers for employment, extension of employment or training
within a period of 4 months after they became unemployed or left the formal education. Offers for
continued employment accompanied with quality training could lead to required qualifications. In
addition, EC conclusions included decision for creation of Youth Employment Initiative in the amount of
around 6 billion euros for the period 2014-2020 to support measures under the youth employment
package, and to promote the Youth Guarantee.

[19] 2020 Annual Report of the Employment Service Agency, available at: https://av.gov.mk/content/
Извештај%20на%20АВРСМ%202020%20-%20готов%20за%20веб.pdf
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https://av.gov.mk/content/%D0%98%D0%B7%D0%B2%D0%B5%D1%88%D1%82%D0%B0%D1%98%20%D0%BD%D0%B0%20%D0%90%D0%92%D0%A0%D0%A1%D0%9C%202020%20-%20%D0%B3%D0%BE%D1%82%D0%BE%D0%B2%20%D0%B7%D0%B0%20%D0%B2%D0%B5%D0%B1.pdf


In respect to this recommendation, North Macedonia is the first country outside the European Union
that is implementing this measure as part of its Economic Reform Programme based on practices from
EU member-states with similar political and historical background, such as Slovenia, Bulgaria and
Croatia. The concept of Youth Guarantee is the same as the one applied in the EU. It was adopted with a
view to help NEET youth aged 15 to 29 years or first-time unemployed to find adequate jobs, pursue
self-employment, obtain additional qualifications or be retrained. Youth Guarantee offers possibilities
and increases youth employability within a period of 4 months from their registration with the
Employment Service Agency. It offers services such as: professional orientation and carrier counselling,
motivational training, individual and group counselling, job finding training, and includes measures such
as: employment subsidies, stimulating employment of youth with disabilities and self-employment
programmes.

The new instrument should be implemented by a scheme comprised of support measures that match
national, regional and local needs. These measures are organized around 6 pillars: approach based on
partnership building, early intervention and activation, support measures for labour marker integration,
utilization of EU funds, assessment and continuous promotion of the scheme and its implementation. As
such, they are aimed at preventing early dropout from education, support for employability and
elimination of practical barriers to employment.
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Efficiency of the Youth Guarantee was duly noted in the recent EC Country Progress Report: “Youth
Guarantee scheme was successfully implemented on the territory of the whole country, including
underdeveloped regions…”.[22]

[20] 2020 Annual Report of the Employment Service Agency, available at: https://av.gov.mk/content/
Извештај%20на%20АВРСМ%202020%20-%20готов%20за%20веб.pdf
[21] 2020 Annual Report of the Employment Service Agency, available at: https://av.gov.mk/content/
Извештај%20на%20АВРСМ%202020%20-%20готов%20за%20веб.pdf
[23] EC’s 2020 Progress Report for North Macedonia, available at: https://www.sep.gov.mk/page/?id=1117
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Several institutions are involved in implementation of planned activities, i.e. Ministry of Labour and
Social Policy (main coordination body), Employment Service Agency, Ministry of Education and Science,
Bureau for Development of Education, Centre for Adult Education, Ministry of Local Self-Government
and civil society organizations.
According to the implementation plan, the first stage (2018-2019) involved adequate policy reform,
mapping NEET youth and needs assessment in respect to funds required for implementation of the
Youth Guarantee. The second stage (2020-2022) should provide institutional connections and
coordination mechanisms to strengthen the Youth Guarantee’s objectives.

Youth Guarantee

2018 (3 municipalities)

2019 (entire country)

2020       (entire country)

5,266

Total
persons
involved

20,302

25,487

2,694

Total
women

10,501

12,852

395

Total
Roma

1,457

1,530

1,916

Total
employed

6,036

7,424

41%

Efficiency

35%

34%

[20]

[21]
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https://av.gov.mk/content/%D0%98%D0%B7%D0%B2%D0%B5%D1%88%D1%82%D0%B0%D1%98%20%D0%BD%D0%B0%20%D0%90%D0%92%D0%A0%D0%A1%D0%9C%202020%20-%20%D0%B3%D0%BE%D1%82%D0%BE%D0%B2%20%D0%B7%D0%B0%20%D0%B2%D0%B5%D0%B1.pdf
https://av.gov.mk/content/%D0%98%D0%B7%D0%B2%D0%B5%D1%88%D1%82%D0%B0%D1%98%20%D0%BD%D0%B0%20%D0%90%D0%92%D0%A0%D0%A1%D0%9C%202020%20-%20%D0%B3%D0%BE%D1%82%D0%BE%D0%B2%20%D0%B7%D0%B0%20%D0%B2%D0%B5%D0%B1.pdf
https://www.sep.gov.mk/page/?id=1117
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[23] Youth Employment Action Plan 2016-2020, available at: https://www.mtsp.gov.mk/dokumenti.nspx
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Measures to address youth unemployment, employment measures and programmes are funded from
the Employment Service Agency’s budget (separate line under the budget account for the Ministry of
Labour and Social Policy). Funds allocated for the Youth Employment Action Plan 2016-2020[23]
amount to 30,950,000 euros, without monitoring and evaluation costs. Youth Guarantee master plan
anticipates 40.7 million euros for implementing youth employment measures.

https://www.mtsp.gov.mk/dokumenti.nspx
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Key weaknesses in data collection and analysis concern lack of youth reports, non-publication of
regular national reports, and the fact that only several institutions dispose with relevant data, but
these are not always publicly available. Efforts are needed to introduce a system that will integrate
all data on youth unemployment and their relations to different vulnerable groups.

Thematic analysis of youth and youth unemployment policies and laws shows that the government
has recognized the problem of high unemployment, but has not taken any action in to address this
issue. NEET youth are rarely referred in key documents that address youth unemployment. At the
same time, specialized and cross-sectoral approach is missing in respect to youth from vulnerable
categories that are facing significant challenges in employment. Laws and policies rely on general
narratives when addressing youth issues, while action and operational plans do not offer
information on how youth situation has changed due to implementation of different measures.

Many youth issues, including unemployment, are dispersed across various sectors and institutions,
which further complicates monitoring of measures and implementation bodies. It could be
concluded that although there are laws and measures focused on youth and lack of coordination
and specialized focused on NEET and vulnerable youth.

Greater promotion is needed for active measures by sharing successful stories, events and direct
meetings with youth in order to increase youth motivation and renew their trust in institutions. In
addition, existing measures should be regularly analysed and upgraded to match labour market
needs, youth interests and their knowledge and qualifications.

North Macedonia is the first country outside the European Union that implements the Youth
Guarantee as one of the most innovative youth policies. In spite of positive results, successful
implementation of this policy depends on comprehensive planning and allocation of necessary
resources, as well as establishment of system for regular monitoring and evaluation, including
higher transparency and inclusivity. In that regard, efforts are needed to institute a separate budget
line for the Youth Guarantee, allocate more funds for field work, establish better coordination
among institutions and local authorities, and define higher quotas for measures to be more
attractive for NEET youth.

While the budget for employment measures is increasing, it is important to note that these funds
are not exclusively intended for youth employment, but for the entire workforce in the country. This
makes it difficult to estimate actual budget funds intended to address youth unemployment.
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