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What gets them going? The effects of activation policies on 
personal change processes of unemployed youth
Verena Niyadurupola and Lucio Esposito

School of International Development, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of East Anglia, Norwich, UK

ABSTRACT
Activation policies are widely adopted to encourage labour market parti-
cipation of unemployed youth, and yet they are poorly understood and 
monitored with regard to the causal mechanisms unfolding through their 
implementation. Activation schemes are often based on the carrot-and- 
stick logic informed by microeconomic job search theory, but activation 
occurs through processes which are far more complex and comprises 
elements of career identity and capability development, among others. 
This paper is the first to provide an in-depth exploration of the processes 
of attitudinal and behavioural change experienced by unemployed youth 
over the course of their participation in different activation programmes. 
Seven phases of change emerged from the analysis, namely vocational 
availability, self-testing, self-knowledge, self-confidence, goal-orientation, 
vocational activity and perseverance. For each of these phases, we identify 
drivers of change from both within and outside the intervention sphere, 
and discuss them in their implications for research and practice.
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1. Introduction

Youth unemployment hinders both economic development and social welfare. Not only are unem-
ployed youth unable to actively contribute to the economy, but they are also less satisfied and 
healthy, as well as more prone to social isolation and delinquent behaviour than those following 
a vocational activity (Wanberg 2012; Kingston and Webster 2015; Andresen and Linning 2016). Being 
unemployed at a young age increases the risk of long-term unemployment, mental health problems 
in later life and intergenerational dependency on welfare programmes (Konle-Seidl and Eichhorst 
2008; Bell and Blanchflower 2011).

Structural barriers for the labour market entry of youth include skills mismatch, the lack of entry- 
level positions, and economic recessions which are particularly harmful for less experienced workers 
as they have more precarious jobs and fewer opportunities to access the labour market (Bell and 
Blanchflower 2011). At the individual ‘supply side’ level, the main risk factors preventing youth from 
joining the formal work force range from problems with parents and at school to personal barriers 
such as homelessness and mental health issues. Repeated failure and rejection can cause a vicious 
cycle of decreasing motivation and passivity, leading to even fewer opportunities to enter the 
workforce (Pohl and Walther 2007) – possibly culminating in a complete retraction and disengage-
ment from any activity related to work, education, training or job search (Maguire 2015).

Active labour market policies (ALMPs) are designed to intervene in this cycle and improve the 
relation between supply and demand in the labour market (ILO 2003). One subgroup of those 
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policies, which is prevalent in most modern welfare states, are activation policies (Eichhorst and 
Rinne 2015). These specifically aim at increasing the active participation of benefit-dependent 
individuals in the workforce (as opposed to other ALMP objectives, such as an increase in technical 
skills). Activation policies typically have both enabling and demanding elements – i.e. they provide 
support conditional on certain cooperative behaviour of their participants, and are focused on 
triggering a behavioural change of those participants towards an active and successful job search 
(Pohl and Walther 2007).

A vast amount of literature has studied activation policies’ objectives, mutual-obligation philo-
sophy and implementation (for an overview see: Eichhorst, Grienberger-Zingerle, and Konle-Seidl 
2008; Fromm and Cornelia 2008; Dinan 2019). Evidence on the effectiveness of those policies shows 
mixed results, with limited impact especially for the already long-term unemployed (Konle-Seidl and 
Eichhorst 2008; McGuinness, O’Connell, and Kelly 2014). However, little attention has been paid to 
how these policies are supposed to produce their effects, and what chain of mechanisms unfolds 
upon and during implementation. What makes some youth choose not to participate in the labour 
market in the first place? What are the attitudinal and behavioural mechanisms that successfully 
‘activate’ this target group – i.e., make them step-up their job search and participate in a vocational 
activity? Why are some programmes successful while others are not? What kind of personal change 
enables participants to actively take part in vocational education, training or work?

This research aims to address this gap by tracing attitudinal and behavioural change processes of 
unemployed young participants of a variety of activation-oriented job training programmes in 
Germany. The study investigates personal change beyond the training context, taking a holistic 
perspective to processes and drivers of change experienced by participants. It then sheds further 
light on those aspects specifically relating to the intervention. Greater awareness of the different 
mechanisms of change underlying these programmes is paramount for the design of effective labour 
market initiatives to activate unemployed youth. Knowing what can trigger the desired change in 
attitudes and behaviours, and of how these changes unfold, is essential for the incorporation of 
these triggers in an intervention context. Our ability to do this is currently limited, as neither the 
academic nor the practice literature have investigated in depth the personal change processes, or 
the detailed theories of change of activation policies and programmes.

2. Perspectives on change mechanisms of activation policies

2.1. Activation policies

The concept of ‘activation’ in social policy does not have a formal definition and can, depending on 
the respective context, vary in purposes and target groups (Eichhorst, Grienberger-Zingerle, and 
Konle-Seidl 2008). Today, the European Union defines activation policies as ‘policies designed to 
encourage unemployed to step up their job search after an initial spell of unemployment, by making 
receipt of benefit conditional on participation in programmes’ (Eurostat 2019). The objective of 
making people actively participate in job search, training and/or work and thereby rapidly reduce 
their dependency on public welfare is a common feature of activation programmes (Pohl and 
Walther 2007). The underlying principle is based on a dynamic of ‘demanding and enabling’: The 
achievement of objectives is a shared responsibility between individual and state, which materialises 
in support and benefit reception being conditional upon the verifiable fulfilment of certain obliga-
tions by the unemployed – e.g. job search, participation in training and acceptance of job offers (Pohl 
and Walther 2007; Eichhorst, Grienberger-Zingerle, and Konle-Seidl 2008; European Commission 
2018). Most modern industrialised countries nowadays comprise a range of activation programmes 
as part of their labour market policy (Eichhorst, Grienberger-Zingerle, and Konle-Seidl 2008; Dengler 
2019). Nevertheless, little information can be found on how activation programmes are expected to 
reach their objectives, i.e. the theory of change of their practical implementation.
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In Germany, the principle of welfare to work, based on activation and mutual obligation of the 
state and the unemployed (‘support and demand’), underpins the ALMP system (Ehrich, Munasib, 
and Roy 2018; Dengler 2019; Holzschuh 2019). Activation policies have the objective to strengthen 
the self-responsibility of those entitled to benefits who are fit for work, enable them to support 
themselves independently from the social security system, minimise their need for assistance, 
maintain, improve or restore their ability to work, and foster the uptake of gainful employment 
(§1 Social Code II, Section 2). The Social Code (§45 Social Code III), lists objectives such as access to 
the labour market, reduction/removal of personal barriers, enhancement of formal employment and 
entrepreneurship promotion – to be achieved through assessment of existing capabilities and 
circumstances, skills training, application training and job search counselling (Kopp 2019). Formal 
documents fail, however, to outline how those interventions are supposed to achieve their aims and 
what assumptions and theories inform their design. Interim targets are rarely formulated and tracked 
(Deeke and Kruppe 2003; Spermann 2015). Some which are commonly discussed (albeit rarely 
monitored) include participation in the programme (Harrer, Moczall, and Wolff 2020), adoption of 
a regular work rhythm as required by the labour market (Eichhorst, Grienberger-Zingerle, and Konle- 
Seidl 2008), and avoidance of withdrawal – which could lead to a condition of ‘discouraged worker’ 
(Hartig, Jozwiak, and Wolff 2008). The literature stresses the importance of improving capacity, 
employability and competitiveness through skills transfer, as well as increasing motivation and 
compliance through sanctions (mostly benefit cuts) (Deeke and Kruppe 2003; Oschmiansky 2010; 
Holzschuh 2019). Eichhorst, Grienberger-Zingerle, and Konle-Seidl (2008, 5) refer to this strategy as 
‘the conceptual and practical combination of demanding and enabling elements’.

2.2. Theoretical approaches to activation

The concept of activation as a means to achieve labour market integration is not covered explicitly 
by any theory in the social sciences. In the following sections, different theoretical frameworks are 
explored for their potential to explain change mechanisms of activation policies.

2.2.1. Classic microeconomic search models
According to classic microeconomic job search theory (Mortensen 1986), a rational individual will 
invest as much time and effort in searching for jobs based on the comparison between expected 
outcome and their value of leisure – specifically, until the marginal return to the search effort 
exceeds its marginal cost. Under this framework, activation programmes may have two effects: 
increasing the unemployed’s chances of receiving job offers and the willingness to accept them 
(Hujer, Thomsen, and Zeiss 2006). The first effect reflects the promoting elements of activation 
policies; support and skills transfer will lead to an increase in human capital and/or job search 
effectiveness, which in turn leads to a better matching with existing labour demand. The second 
effect reflects the compulsory aspects: sanctions and/or obligations attached to benefit reception are 
assumed to decrease the desirability of unemployment. The two effects would make the unem-
ployed youth want to evade the situation, i.e. activating job search and encouraging the acceptance 
of job offers (Dengler 2019). Activation programmes should then be designed with a focus on 
incentivising the unemployed to quickly (re-)integrate in the work force by enhancing their skillset 
and/or moralising their behaviour (Bonvin 2008; Konle-Seidl and Eichhorst 2008).

This theoretical perspective has a range of limitations. Firstly, the only outcome of interest is quick 
labour market integration, which might happen at the expense of job quality and sustainability, 
thereby becoming more costly for the state in the long term. Secondly, its explanatory logic mainly 
revolves around search effort and wage. In modern labour markets, however, a more differentiated 
and multidimensional picture is needed to understand the factors entering decision-making pro-
cesses. Furthermore, experimental evidence showed that the quality and efficacy of the chosen job 
search strategy might be of higher relevance than the mere search intensity (Arni 2015). Finally, the 
theory is based on the assumption of rationally acting individuals, while people often hold biased 
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beliefs strongly influencing labour participation decisions (Arni 2015; Spinnewijn 2015). Unemployed 
youth’s personal backgrounds and individual circumstances might act as barriers through multiple 
pathways – for which the provision of cognitive tools and incentives is no silver bullet. In order to 
understand the heterogeneity of effects of activation programmes for this complex and diverse 
target group, and shape their design appropriately, in-depth understanding of specific abilities, 
needs and processes is crucial.

2.2.2. The capability approach
A different perspective is taken by the capability approach (Sen 1985). The outcome of interest is the 
expansion of people’s capabilities, intended as the‘ ability to do valuable acts or reach valuable states 
of being’ (Nussbaum and Sen 1993, 30). This approach intrinsically comprises the concept of 
empowerment: Individual endowments and contextual circumstances act as conversion factors 
determining the extent to which freedom and resources can be transformed into actual capacity 
to act (Sen 1985; Bonvin and Orton 2009). From this viewpoint, the final objective of activation 
policies should be to enhance participants’ capabilities, i.e. to grant them the freedom to perform 
a vocational activity that they value. Intermediate outcomes would comprise the appropriate 
equipment with skills and resources, as well as the creation of an enabling environment (Bonvin 
and Orton 2009).

This concept of activation is aligned with Anthony Giddens’ notion of a democratic, participatory 
relationship between individuals and the welfare state. According to this viewpoint, negotiation and 
agreements which recognise and foster the individuality of the unemployed are beneficial for 
activation, as opposed to external pressure (Giddens 1998).

Differently from microeconomic theories, the capability approach puts individuals and their 
idiosyncrasies at the helm of their own journey of change. Adequate freedom of choice, necessary 
resources and the capacity to use these resources would enable individuals to enter the labour 
market in the ways they value. The imposition of duties would be detrimental to the development 
of capabilities, as the freedom of choice in creating ones’ own path is paramount. While classic 
microeconomic search theory builds on the compulsion effect to increase responsibility (and 
consequent activation) of the unemployed, the capability approach maintains that freedom of 
choice and empowerment are essential pre-requisites for taking responsibility (Bonvin 2008), and 
equipping people with the means to enact their agency is crucial for genuine empowerment 
(Bonvin and Orton 2009; Sztandar-Sztanderska 2009). Activation thereby unfolds its effects 
through enabling empowered youth to act freely.

It should be acknowledged that taking control over one’s own personal process is not always 
feasible and/or desirable for some individuals, for example when they are not ready to do so due to 
physical or mental health issues (Van Hal et al. 2012). In addition, the approaches discussed above are 
unable to explain how activation schemes are supposed to address the heterogeneity of partici-
pants’ personal development processes.

2.2.3. Career development theories
Work psychology focusses on an individual’s career-related decisions and actions. A range of career 
theories analyse the subject of vocational choice, i.e. how and why people select a certain profes-
sional pathway (Super 1953; Holland 1959; Osipow 1968). Developmental theorists understand 
career decisions in the context of people’s overall human development (Super 1953; Ginzberg 
1972; Savickas 2005). According to this perspective, career development starts with the development 
of a vocational self-concept taking place from childhood until the early teenage years, followed by 
a phase of exploration, skills acquisition and vocational choice until the mid-twenties, which later 
becomes fostered through work experience (Super 1953). Consequently, if individuals do not 
psychologically mature in their sense of self and in key abilities (e.g. the ability to delay gratification), 
their career development will be restrained (Osipow 1968). From this perspective, activation policies 
should focus on supporting the individual’s personal maturation process, for example through the 

JOURNAL OF EDUCATION AND WORK 593



provision of information enabling them to reach developmental outcomes which are crucial for 
appropriate decision-making (Super 1953; Osipow 1968; Savickas 2005).

2.3 Gaps in the activation literature

Career avoidance or vocational non-participation have received little explicit attention in the 
literature, despite being notable challenges for modern welfare states and being widely addressed 
through activation schemes. Peck and Theodore (2000) see the roots of unemployment predomi-
nantly in behavioural aspects, and emphasise the need for ALMP to look beyond the classic employ-
ability-focused logic and concentrate on motivations and expectations of their beneficiaries. 
Similarly, Senghaas, Freier and Kupka (2019) highlight the need to dedicate more attention to the 
emotional aspects of activation for frontline work. The theoretical frameworks discussed above can 
only provide indirect inferences on processes underlying vocational activation. They are unable to 
understand the diverse and complex cognitive-behavioural mechanisms that may keep the unem-
ployed youth from actively participating in the labour market, and their implications for an effective 
functioning of activation policies. Similarly, the literature on activation in practice mostly focuses on 
the structural design features of the systems (Tergeist and Grubb 2006; Pohl and Walther 2007) and 
lacks a more profound engagement with theory of change and causal mechanisms.

From an empirical perspective, the impact of activation programmes has shown to be mixed and 
heterogeneous, without allowing for clear conclusions overall or for particular demographic sub-
groups (Eichhorst, Grienberger-Zingerle, and Konle-Seidl 2008; Konle-Seidl and Eichhorst 2008). For 
example, there is evidence that the impact on individuals who are long-term unemployed or have 
multiple personal barriers can be trivial (Harrer, Moczall, and Wolff 2020) or even negative (Fromm 
and Cornelia 2008). This is startling, considering that activation programmes particularly address 
those furthest from the labour market. There is some indication that activation policies can increase 
self-confidence and create enhanced opportunities through helping participants to tackle personal 
barriers (Fromm and Cornelia 2008). Persuasion and trust building have proved to be important 
strategies for job centre agents to achieve activation with clients (Senghaas, Freier and Kupka 2019).

A major gap in our knowledge concerns intermediate processes, which remain hidden in a ‘black 
box’. What is behind the ‘treatment effect’? Which attitude changes precede behavioural changes 
(e.g. increased search behaviour), and how can they be promoted through interventions? How can 
activation programmes enable unemployed youth to shape their own vocational path? Such ques-
tions can hardly be answered by the customary monitoring and evaluation excercises, which mostly 
focus on crude activity statistics (e.g. attendance, number of job applications) and labour market 
outcomes (European Commission 2018).

In order to understand how activation materialises in the practice of policy implementation for its 
ultimate beneficiaries, it is necessary to conduct in-depth qualitative research (Sztandar-Sztanderska 
2009).

3. Methodology

3.1. Analytical approach

In the field of policy evaluation, there is increasing recognition that theory-based evaluation 
approaches are useful and necessary to understand the causal linkages between an intervention 
and its outcomes (White 2010). Especially in complex settings with a heterogeneous target group 
and a high likelihood of several ‘unobservable’ factors influencing programme effectiveness, it is 
necessary to unpack the causal mechanisms underlying the observed effects in order to understand 
how and why programmes work (Rogers 2008; Astbury and Leeuw 2010). Given the limited 
theoretical and empirical literature on the question of how activation policies bring about change 
for their beneficiaries, this study follows a mechanism-based approach of theory-driven evaluation. It 
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aims at identifying the change processes young people experienced over the course of their 
participation in activation programmes and carving out which of those changes could be causally 
related to the intervention sphere, and why. Based on those insights, the objective of this study is to 
derive a more comprehensive theory of change with regard to these programmes.

3.2. Sample and data collection procedure

This study was part of a wider longitudinal research project on the mechanisms of ALMP effective-
ness. The full sample of the study presented in this paper (n = 165) had participated in a baseline 
survey when starting different types of training in Berlin which included activation as part of their 
main targets. The study has been approved by the ethical board of the university to which the 
authors belong.

Due to the lack of sampling frame for training interventions for the unemployed in Berlin, 
a systematic sampling procedure was followed aiming at capturing the socioeconomic heterogene-
ity of the population of interest. We obtained the contacts of 39 organisations providing training for 
unemployed youth in Berlin, mainly through the lists of all contractual partners working with the two 
main funding sources for ALMPs in Germany. These were contacted via email and 18 of them agreed 
to collaborate. Selection criteria for study participation were 15–25 years of age, unemployed and 
about to enter an activation programme with a foreseen duration of 3–12 months. A total of 29 
training interventions were selected, including classroom-based application training, technical skills 
training, personal job coaching, low-entry-level integration support, and several combined schemes. 
Informed consent was secured from all participants at baseline stage. Purposive sampling was then 
applied with training participants upon their programme finalisation, until data saturation was 
reached (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Saunders et al. 2018), in order to ensure maximum variation of 
the sample with regard to relevant criteria (e.g. training type and duration, gender, age, education, 
social status and unemployment duration, see Table 1).

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face with all study participants after 
their programme exit between January and December 2017. Interviewees were openly asked to 
reflect on any personal change they experienced over the time of their training participation. 
Probing follow-up questions were asked to elicit illustrative examples of relevant attitudinal and 
behavioural changes, and how they were brought about. Interviewees were on average 19.6 years 
old and had an average unemployment duration of approximately one year. 43% were female, 

Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Variable N Mean/percentage SD Min Max

Gender (% female) 164 42.7
Unemployment duration (months) 145 11.6 13.5 0.3 60
Age 159 19.6 2.4 15 25
Socio-economic status (%) 165

Low 40
Middle 37.6
High 22.4

Education (%) 165
No school degree 16.4
Basic degree 11.5
Enhanced basic degree 22.4
Intermediate degree 42.4
A-level 7.3

Programme duration (months) 161 4.7 2.2 1 11
Programme type (%) 161

Classroom 16.2
Workshops 52.9
Business mentoring 12.4
Coaching 18.7

JOURNAL OF EDUCATION AND WORK 595



40% percent came from a low socio-economic area and around half had no or only basic secondary 
school education.

Note: Socio-economic status was measured based on a classification of the respondents‘ residen-
tial districts according to the Social Index I (2013), which is composed of indicators of unemploy-
ment, reception of public benefits and health-related indicators in Berlin.

3.3. Data analysis

Data analysis was undertaken in three stages. After a detailed familiarisation with all answers, 
the second stage consisted of thematic content analysis. Supported by NVivo 11 Software, respon-
dents’ original answers were coded in different themes within two macro-categories: (A) phases of 
personal change and (B) triggers to transitions in-between those phases. In the third stage, the 
identified codes were revised and re-structured into main themes and sub-themes for each of the 
A and B categories (Braun and Clarke 2006). In keeping with the objectives of this study, coding was 
performed inductively, letting themes arise from the data instead of following a pre-set theoretical 
framework. Repeated patterns or journeys of change emerged from this analysis, which eventually 
led to the 7-stage process model presented below.

4. Results

4.1. Results overview

The change processes derived from the thematic analysis can be summarised in seven main phases 
of change.

Vocational availability: The process from complete inactivity to general vocational availability, 
i.e. the willingness to participate in training, approach job search and set career-goals.

Self-testing: Once vocationally available, becoming ready to explore the labour market and one’s 
own skills through workshops, internships and placements.

Self-knowledge: Gaining greater awareness of one’s own personal strengths, weaknesses, bar-
riers, interests, preferences, possibilities and career goals.

Self-confidence: The attitudinal change arising from improved self-knowledge, leading to a more 
positive outlook into the vocational future, including increased self-efficacy and hope with regard to 
the achievement of personal goals.

Goal orientation: The process of focusing one’s decisions and actions towards the achievement 
of self-set career goals, including the active addressing of previously identified personal barriers.

Vocational activity: The process of entering in concrete vocational action, such as active and 
effective job search, starting work, re-entering education or participating in specific programmes 
aiming at the removal of personal barriers to enter education or work.

Perseverance: The ability to continue the activities mentioned in the previous phase despite 
experiences of frustration, developing resilience to rejection.
The seven phases do not necessarily unfold in a specific order. Some concern behavioural changes, 
while others relate to attitudinal changes or changes in (self-) knowledge. Figure 1 gives an overview 
of the individual change processes identified, their interactions and possible recursive patterns. It is 
important to highlight that each individual phase of change can directly lead to the final goal of 
vocational activity, without necessarily passing through any of the other phases (these connectors 
have been omitted in Figure 1 for the sake of expositional clarity). For example, for some participants 
the mere change from complete passivity to vocational availability (phase 1) might be sufficient to 
find a job.

The data analysis indicates that each phase comprises several elements – themes, sub-themes 
and triggers of change, as summarised in Table 2 below.
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4.2 Case study

For example, one 22-year old male described repeated past training dropouts as an experience of 
failure which shocked him (phase 1: awareness through repeated failure). This awareness boosted his 
willingness to work on himself, but also put strong pressure to succeed in the next endavour. In the 
job training programme he felt understood and listened to, and described conversations with staff as 

Figure 1. Overview of the seven change processes from vocational inactivity to perseverant activation.
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instrumental to recognising his previously lost self-worth. Through experimentation in workshops, 
his manual skills became evident, which staff positively mirrored back to him, while assigning 
increasingly challenging tasks to him. He described this experience as a key factor for him to dare 

Table 2. Overview of findings: seven phases of activation, their elements and drivers.

Main phases of change 
for activation Individual elements of each phase of change Drivers of change

(1) Vocational availability Basic activation ● Clear structure, rules and rule enforcement
● Demanding schedule
● Group dynamic and rituals

Awareness ● Repeated failure
● Peer-comparison and time pressure
● Trustful conversations
● Surge in responsibility and/or stroke of fate

(2) Self-testing Experimentation in workshops or  
internships

● Basic activation
● Awareness
● ‘Push’/challenge
● Persistence
● Positivity/personal encouragement

(3) Self-knowledge Identification of barriers and special support  
needs

● Experimentation in workshops or internships
● Mirroring/feedback by trainers
● Ability tests(Re-) discovery of own strengths

Increased vocational orientation

(4) Self-confidence Self-efficacy ● (Re-)discovery of own strengths
● Self-reliance/independence

Hope and motivation ● Self-efficacy

● Identification of barriers and special support 
needs

● (Re-)discovery of vocational goal

(5) Goal-orientation Widening or narrowing down vocational  
options

● Increased vocational orientation
● (Re-)discovery of own strengths
● Improved insights into labour market condi-

tions and/or requirements
● Gentle nudge for developing a Plan B

Goal setting ● Widening or narrowing down vocational 
options

● Reflective retreat
● In-depth interest by trainers

Increased goal focus ● (Re-)discovery of vocational goal
● Active confrontation of barriers
● Increased hope and motivation

Active confrontation of barriers ● Identification of barriers and special support 
needs

● Increased hope and motivation
● ‘Push’/challenge
● Persistence
● Positivity/personal encouragement

(6) Vocational activity Active and effective application  
activity

● Widening or narrowing vocational options
● Increased goal-focus
● Transfer of technical skills, knowledge and 

contacts
Re-entry in education or specific  
training/support

Entry in work or apprenticeship

(7)  Perseverance Resilience to rejection during search  
process

● Insights into labour market conditions and/or 
requirements

● Repeated failure
● Surge in responsibility

Persistence through challenging phases  
at school/work
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more (phase 2: self-testing through encouragement, push, persistence and positivity). He described 
a process of increased focus, opening up to new professions, as well as improved self-worth and 
confidence as the development that eventually led him to secure an apprenticeship (phases 3–6: 
discovery of strengths and increased vocational orientation through positive feedback; improved hope 
and motivation; widening of vocational options; active and successful job search).

4.3 Detailed results

4.3.1. Vocational availability: basic activation and/or a change in awareness
4.3.1.1. Basic activation. The first phase of change relates to the transition from a state of paralysis 
or general vocational inactivity to being available for the labour market. This availability comprises 
two different elements: The first one is the mere willingness and ability to engage in any regular 
work-related activity, such as attending the intervention itself. Since they left school (often prema-
turely without accomplishing the envisaged degree), many youth have experienced periods where 
they did not engage in any kind of work or training. These ‘hanging out’ phases can last from a few 
months to several years, resulting in a decline in the ability to follow a regular daily structure and 
comply with attendance times and rules, which in turn increases barriers and hampers the chances to 
enter the labour market. Several respondents (n = 20) mentioned exiting from this ‘hangout’ phase 
and having a regular place to go to as a positive change resulting from the intervention, which 
consequently triggered them to re-engage with their professional orientation. One participant 
described:

It was a better feeling than just staying at home. (. . .) I used to go because I had to, but then I actually started 
enjoying it a bit (19-year-old male).

This ‘basic activation’ phase simply refers to young people leaving a domestic passive idleness 
and embrace a regular daily structure in preparation for the requirements of future employment. 
When asked for the triggers of this change, respondents mentioned obligations attached to the 
intervention, such as clear rules, set arrival times, a demanding schedule, as well as group 
cohesion for the compliance with those rules. More specifically, joint group rituals for starting 
and ending the day, as well as attendance and engagement rules followed by sanctions in case of 
non-compliance were highlighted positively. In contrast, many participants (n = 20) found the 
absence of clear rules or adherence to these rules by training staff and a laissez-faire attitude 
demotivating.

4.3.1.2. Change in awareness. The second aspect of vocational availability is related to a more 
general attitudinal change and represents one of the most important themes identified in this study. 
It can be labelled as ‘awareness change’. The respondents describing their experience under this 
theme (n = 16), referred to a change from a state of indifference/phlegm to an insight about the 
importance of work for their future, as well as the need to make an effort in order to progress 
professionally. This goes along with a shift of perception from a ‘quick win’ perspective and 
expectation towards long-term thinking. This realisation is often described as having a strong impact 
on beliefs and behaviour. The following four sub-themes were identified as contributing triggers to 
enter this phase.

4.3.1.3. Repeated failure and regret. The first trigger refers to the repeated experience of failure, 
recognised as self-inflicted, in the vocational sphere. This often comprises multiple dropouts of 
school and previous attempts to start apprenticeships, for example due to incompliance with the 
rules as a type of self-sabotage. As one respondent pointed out:

I still struggle, but I have learned my lesson. I know now the consequences if I don’t work on myself. The shock 
shook me up, even though it was predictable – I did not want to see it. The surprise was even bigger then. (22- 
year-old male)
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Others applied low effort due to over-optimistic assessments of market requirements. The most 
recent experience of failure preceding the intervention was perceived the ‘last straw to break the 
camel’s back’ revealing that more effort is needed to achieve the desired outcomes and avoid future 
self-imposed experiences of failure.

4.3.1.4. Peer-comparison and time pressure. A second trigger is related to the youth’s perception 
of time and their personal development in comparison with their peers. Respondents described 
a feeling of being left behind, when they noticed similar-aged friends getting degrees and progres-
sing in their careers. This perception can be amplified when a certain milestone age is reached (e.g. 
18 years of age), which matches a change of legal or formal category. Related to this effect is the 
aspiration of tangible goals or goods which are associated with being a successful adult member of 
society, such as having a car, living independently and/or being able to provide for a future family. 
A 20-year-old female respondent illustrates this:

You become older and start thinking about the future. This is the aspect where I have understood a lot. You want 
a family one day, and be able to give them opportunities. I will turn 21 and do not yet have a degree. Age makes 
me ambitious to get things done now.

Peer-effects can also act as a threat or a scare. Over time, respondents observed some of their peers 
delving deeper into deviant behaviour, becoming criminal and/or not progressing personally and 
professionally, and they developed a desire to not follow the same pathway. A change of peer-group 
then often went along with a shift in perspective, with either one or the other coming first. This effect 
could also be triggered through peer-contact within the intervention, with several respondents 
observing others trapped in loops of repeated failure and demotivation.

4.3.1.5. Trustful conversations. Serious conversations with close well-trusted people emerged as 
another trigger for a change in awareness. This comprised family members (mostly siblings or 
uncles), as well as training staff, where a positive personal relationship prevailed. The following 
quote shows an example where the attitudinal change was supported through conversations with 
intervention staff:

I concentrate more on my work-life now, the trainer opened my eyes. This used to be a secondary matter in my 
life. Through the conversations with her, I see now how important that all is. My vocational choice itself has not 
changed, but my interest in the whole issue, and my will to do it. (16-year-old male)

4.3.1.6. Surge in responsibility and/or stroke of fate. A final mechanism leading to an increased 
awareness is rooted in life events that caused a major change in the youth’s private sphere, which 
either required a surge in responsibilities and/or triggered general consciousness. Among these 
occurrences are the death or illness of a family member, the divorce of parents, or the birth of 
a child. Young respondents described such events as triggering a leap in maturity, often related to 
care responsibilities and a shift in focus on what matters.

4.3.2. Self-testing: three P’s – push, positivity and persistence
A second type of change described by respondents was the transition from a rather ‘internal- 
theoretical’ occupation with their professional orientation (or none at all) towards ‘getting out 
there’. This includes testing their abilities and interests in practice, for example through engaging 
in internships and work placements, or manual workshops in the training environment. This step was 
sometimes taken proactively as a direct consequence of the previously described surges in aware-
ness or basic activation, while in other occasions it was the result of further triggers, those being 
mostly situated in the intervention sphere. Participants described being challenged and pushed by 
trainers, in combination with feeling appreciated and recognised in their personal potential, as 
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enticements to activation and self-experimentation. The following quote by a 17-year old male 
respondent illustrates an example of this experience:

My way of thinking has changed completely. I am only positive now; as soon as I arrive, I switch on the PC and 
start looking for internships. At the beginning, I was very lazy. Mrs Q caters to her trainees very well; she shows 
interest and also tries to establish a private connection. I am in good contact with her and also tell her private 
stuff. At the beginning she had to ‘kick my butt‘ a lot. That was good.

A close, personal and trustful relationship with the trainer was usually an essential basis for this 
mechanism to set in, with examples showing counterproductive effects of challenging participants 
without a sound relationship in place. In this context, positivity/optimism and constant persistence 
by trainers were frequently emerging themes. The combination of personal sympathy and interest 
with pressure made young people feel cared for and believed in, which positively affected their self- 
concept and motivation and, consequently, their decisions to approach the labour market. The 
following quote shows the importance of the perceived personal interest of the trainer: 

She was very committed, she forced me to inform myself and approach people. She was behind it, saying that the 
company will kick me out if I don’t write applications. She really wanted me to find an apprenticeship. (20-year old 
male)

While some respondents highlighted the ‘push’ elements of this mechanism, others emphasised the 
persistence and positivity as the crucial factor, as the following quotes illustrate:

He just kept on going. He saw potential in me and did not give up; he pulled it off and stayed persistent. I found 
this admirable. (20-year old male)

Mr. X was very different. I only knew him for a couple of days, but he insisted so much that I finally searched for a job 
and found one. Due to him, I made an effort. (. . .) He annoyed me, every morning he came and made suggestions, 
gave me websites and brochures . . . . He wouldn’t let anything slip. I did not feel left alone. (20-year old male)

4.3.3. Self-knowledge: identifying barriers and strengths, adjusting options and forming goals
In this phase, young people experienced an increased understanding of their personal strengths, 
weaknesses, barriers, needs, interests, possibilities and, ultimately, career orientations. Three sub- 
themes emerged from the interview data.

4.3.3.1. Identifying barriers and special support needs. Considering the diversity of the popula-
tion of unemployed young trainees, it is not surprising that many of them have special needs that 
require a different type of support than the one provided in the here contemplated programmes. This 
includes psycho-social support, such as therapeutic or debt advice, as well as more specialised sectoral 
training. The identification of those needs is crucial, not only in order to provide appropriately tailored 
support, but also as an important element of self-awareness for youth to shape their further vocational 
pathways. In this study, young people narrated about the discovery of personal limitations and specific 
support needs as an important milestone in their individual change processes. This was often initially an 
adverse experience, but eventually lead to an increase in hope, motivation, and to the identification of 
new opportunities and more suitable support modalities (see further phases of change below). The 
recognition of those needs sometimes took place as a direct result of the previously described self- 
testing phase, followed by an appropriate de-briefing on the insights gained from this phase. In other 
cases, it was a result of trainers mirroring their perceptions of participants’ abilities and needs. 
Occasionally, ability tests also helped to support this process.

4.3.3.2. (Re-) discovering own strengths. Similarly to the previous sub-theme, the identification 
of strengths emerged as an important part of the journey of change. It was often a direct result of the 
self-testing on the labour market, with internships and work experience providing important 
affirmation to the young participants. Another channel was the previously mentioned feedback on 
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strengths by trusted trainers. Interestingly, several respondents described the insights gained in this 
phase as a re-discovery, remembering what they are good at from other spheres of (non- 
professional) life and/or previous times before they experienced repeated failures. A strong effect 
on the participant was often observed when a trainer showed both in-depth personal interest in 
understanding the participant’s underlying strengths, as well as the ability to mirror their impression 
back to the young person. As a 24-year-old female participant pointed out:

You just need to be woken-up and have a neutral counterpart who reminds you of who you really are.

4.3.3.3. Improved vocational orientation. Improved vocational orientation is another direct 
effect of the experimentation. It reflects the iterative process of testing and refining ideas and 
opportunities and gaining an increasingly clearer picture of one’s own position and interests in 
the labour market, or, in Super’s (1953) terms, career self-concept. Without necessarily having a clear 
idea of their professional vision yet, this is still an important phase of change for unemployed youth 
towards setting a vocational goal.

4.3.4. Self-confidence
Increased self-confidence is an aspect of positive change described by a range of respondents. It 
materialises in reduced fear to take part in job interviews and speak to others, increased self-efficacy 
for the accomplishment of job search-related tasks, greater hope and optimism with regard to the 
possibility of achieving one’s goals, and higher resilience towards rejection. The improvement in self- 
efficacy was frequently described a result of the preceding phases of self-testing and (re-)discovering 
one’s own strengths. Furthermore, it could develop as a result of enhanced self-reliance and 
independence in the intervention, which forced participants to find own solutions (with 
a particular strong effect for those taking part in an internship abroad). This is a reflection of an 
empowerment experience where participants gained control over their professional process through 
an increase in self-knowledge and certain – even initially often unwelcomed – freedom. It constitutes 
an important interstation to subsequent phases of change, such as goal-orientation, which will be 
described in the following.

In conjunction with an increase in self-efficacy, young participants often also reported a surge in 
hope. New scenarios opened up, or existing ones appeared more achievable, which in turn boosted 
motivation. The hope subtheme also emerged as a result of the previously mentioned identification 
of barriers and special needs – some young people appeared to be stuck in loops of repeated failure 
without understanding the reasons. Unveiling personal barriers and identifying feasible strategies to 
tackle them could offer an entirely new horizon of options. In these cases, flexibility and comprehen-
sion by trainers were highlighted positively. One trainee reflected:

They showed empathy for fears, and we dealt with it together. For example, at the beginning, they took me a bit 
by the hand; even accompanied me to a job interview. I used to be very shy. When I had a really bad day, they 
also understood and left me in peace. Our problems were taken seriously. (22-year-old male)

4.3.5. Goal-orientation: finding a vocational goal and focusing on its achievement
The phase of goal-orientation comprises the adjustment of vocational visions, the specific identifica-
tion of a vocational goal, as well as an increased focus on its achievement, including the active 
confrontation with previously interfering personal barriers.

4.3.5.1. Widening or narrowing down vocational options. A direct result of the identification of 
strengths and improved vocational orientation was often the adjustment of options for the indivi-
dual’s professional pathway. Some young people found in their internships the vocation they 
wanted to follow further, or a new field to explore, while others found out what was not suitable 
for them and adapted their scope accordingly. This included the decision to go back to school as 
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a result of not enjoying any practical activity, or the acknowledgement that a profession (or salary) of 
interest required a higher educational degree. In this context, the immediate practical insight into 
the requirements and conditions on the labour market (e.g. through job fairs, work experience or 
unsuccessful job search) was an important trigger for the adjustment of vocational options. This 
process could be supported by trainers providing professional guidance and nudging participants to 
consider a Plan B, while allowing them to maintain the autonomy over this process.

This autonomy aspect was crucial, as pushing youth too far away from their personal career 
visions – even though those were unfeasible – without counting on their ownership of this transition, 
repeatedly led to counterproductive effects such as complete rejection of the trainer and interven-
tion. Allowing for gentle, accompanied experiences of failure in situations of unachievable visions 
was a more promising strategy than ‘dream-crushing’. In this phase, an improvement of self- 
knowledge in different aspects is the overarching theme, which resonates with the earlier presented 
career theories: The results reflect especially Super’s (1953) career developmental approach that 
highlights the importance of the development of a career identity for taking appropriate vocational 
choices. Through identifying own strengths and barriers, participants gained more clarity on their 
‘vocational selves’, which allowed them to take action towards an improved career orientation.

4.3.5.2. Goal-setting. A substantial share of interviewees (n = 34) identified a specific vocational 
goal for themselves over the course of programme participation. Two main pathways emerged as 
enabling this important milestone: Firstly, the above outlined process of self-testing and identifica-
tion of strengths, resulting in improved vocational orientation and in the identification of a clear 
goal. The second pathway is not related to experimentation in practice and has a rather cognitive 
character, with young people coming to an insight of what they really want to do through reflection. 
Two subthemes arose from the interview data as triggers for this reflective insight: the first trigger 
consisted in trainers showing a profound interest in the participant’s passions and dreams, and 
listening to them. This was often positively emphasised in contrast to previous experiences in other 
interventions and/or with family members. Respondents under this subtheme repeatedly described 
being asked for their personal visions and being taken seriously as a unique experience, whereas 
they were used to others wanting them to find any job as quick as possible. A 20-year-old female 
trainee expressed this in the following way:

Mr. X worked with me in a way that we moved towards my wishes. It then made ‘click’ for me, and I thought, why 
did you actually waste your life so far? That showed me again what I actually want to do. As if someone had just 
nudged me from the back and said ‘just go and do it‘. (. . .) before that, nobody has ever asked what is my dream 
job.

The second trigger to finding a vocation was related to being in some situation of retreat or isolation, 
which gave the individual space to think, enter an inner dialogue on their personal visions and gain 
clarity within a confusing range of options and opinions. In this context, respondents referred to 
a combination of intervention- and non-intervention-related situations, such as the forced indepen-
dence in foreign internships, the conscious own decision to detach from a debilitating peer- 
environment or partner, a reflective theatre role play in the intervention, and time in prison. One 
participant summarised it as:

I was being told all those different things and never knew what I wanted. When I reflected properly for the first 
time, I clearly knew that I wanted to go back to school and get my degree. (18-year-old-male).

These experiences can be interpreted in relation to the element of freedom, which is central to the 
capability approach. When respondents perceived the freedom to choose their professional path, 
either due to the mere absence of ‘background noise’ to their own inner voice, or due to an 
empowering interaction with trainers who offered the prospect of helping to convert this freedom 
in actual achievability of the goal, they successfully progressed in their goal-setting.
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4.3.5.3. Confronting barriers. Actively tackling the previously identified barriers constituted 
another important change for several interviewees. It was part of them taking ownership of their 
future, acknowledging where they needed help and not being too proud and/or afraid to seek for it. 
While some participants immediately proceeded to looking for support after they acknowledged 
their personal barriers (e.g. by starting therapy, or seeking legal or financial advice), more commonly 
the step from acknowledgement to action was a substantial hurdle, accompanied by fear and 
resistance. Those who successfully overcame this hurdle mentioned similar triggers to their beha-
vioural activation than the ones listed for phase 2 above: Push, positivity and persistence by trainers, 
on the basis of a close relationship determined by personal interest and care, trust, and feeling 
believed-in. A 20-year-old male with a history of repeated intervention dropout and debt problems 
remarked:

I did not want a debt advisor at all. Mr. X [the trainer] insisted for months on it, we discussed all pro’s and con’s 
upside down. At some point I just gave up to stop him bothering me . . . At the beginning I was very reluctant, 
but now I tell the advisor things I would have never expected . . . He really wanted me as a client, I noticed this.

4.3.5.4. Increased goal-focus. An increased focus on the active persuasion of their vocational 
goals was reported by a substantial share of interviewees (n = 31). This usually happened as 
a consequence of the previous phases, such as the change in awareness, the re-discovery of 
a vocational goal, the active confrontation of barriers, and/or an increase in self-efficacy and hope 
through self-testing and the identification of own strengths. A 20-year-old female who was about to 
re-enter formal education after having dropped out several times emphasised:

This time it will work out, because today this is more important for me and I take it much more seriously. Now 
I also know why I want to do it. Formerly, I did not know this, and I had so much other trouble . . . money 
problems and no stable home.

A young mother highlighted her change in perspective following an internship abroad:

I became more self-confident and optimistic. As I was all on my own, I got to know a different personality. 
Previously, I thought I would anyway not achieve my goals. Now I don’t care what others think, I will pull it 
through!

4.3.6. Vocational activity
A key phase of change. and the ultimate goal of most activation policies, is the process of the young 
unemployed entering in concrete interaction with the labour market – through active and effective 
job search and applications, starting work, re-entering education or participating in specific pro-
grammes aiming at the removal of personal barriers to enter education or work. An increased 
application activity was reported by a range of respondents as a result of the previously described 
processes. The decision to continue secondary education or enter a specific support programme was 
often taken as a result of the phase of self-knowledge. Respondents who found a job through the 
intervention did refer to more ‘tangible’ tools as positive promotors of this success, such as the 
transfer of application skills and contacts, support when developing their CVs and cover letters, as 
well as the rehearsal of job interviews. This finding relates to both classic microeconomic models, 
where an increase in human capital and search effectiveness constitute the enabling effects of 
activation policies, and to the capability approach, where skills and competences act as conversion 
factors to achieve the ultimate personal goals.

4.3.7. Perseverance
The seventh and final phase of change relates to an increased perseverance through the experiences 
of setbacks. This comprises both resilience to rejections during the application process, and the 
ability to persist on a chosen pathway (e.g. going back to school or starting an apprenticeship) 
without dropping out prematurely. As causal drivers for this attitudinal change, respondents often 
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described having gained a wider horizon and a long-term perspective, with insights in the advan-
tages of delaying gratification and exercising effort towards in favour of future benefits. Drivers for 
this perspective change are similar to those described above for a change in awareness, and relate to 
an increase in maturation. Triggers were both in the private sphere (e.g., due to a new relationship or 
the prospect of a family to look after), as well as in the vocational sphere (e.g., through the 
threatening effect of gaining insights into labour market conditions for the non-qualified, or 
a shock due to repeated failure). Also positive experiences with regard to the own skills and ability 
to persevere acted as triggers, leading to self-affirmation and increased confidence and motivation.

5. Discussion

The insights from this study show that the vocational activation of the unemployed youth can be 
a complex process, with a range of interdependent phases and drivers of change differing in 
importance depending on individual histories, characteristics and experiences. Some of the identi-
fied factors contributing to the different phases of attitudinal or behavioural change were located 
within the control sphere of labour market programmes, while others were embedded in larger 
processes of personal maturation. However, all identified phases of change comprised some drivers 
where the activation programmes had an immediate influence, such as the empowering effect of 
pushing and positively encouraging young participants, or the careful guidance on the inwards- 
bound journey of discovering their career self-concepts. When it comes to the design and imple-
mentation of interventions, being creative in stimulating also the more general triggers of personal 
change is paramount. For example, this study showed that processes of personal awareness and 
maturation could be triggered through the replication of real-life events in theatre and roleplay.

None of the discussed theories can provide alone a satisfactory framework for a comprehensive 
theory of change of activation policies. The classic ‘carrot and stick’ based microeconomic search 
models, on which activation policies in Germany and many other countries are based, proved too 
simplistic and could explain only a small part of the complex picture (namely, the basic activation at 
the very beginning, and the human capital increase at the very end of the here described chain of 
change mechanisms). The complex cognitive-behavioural processes that can materialise in-between 
or in parallel of those observed effects are unaccounted for. A broader perspective is therefore 
necessary to successfully activate unemployed young people, analyse career developmental phases 
and capabilities before and during the intervention in-depth, and design appropriate empowerment 
strategies to foster this change.

It is recommended to consider the seven phases for both the design and monitoring and 
evaluation of activation policies, thereby adopting a more appropriate holistic framework for the 
implementation of those programmes in practice. In this context, the capability, empowerment and 
career development approaches provide helpful elements for explaining some of the identified 
change processes: A major theme emerging from the data was indeed the development of a career 
identity, based on the careful facilitation of self-knowledge and the consequent successful conver-
sion of this knowledge into action. Another crucial phase of change comprised the surge in 
awareness for the importance of career-related decisions and own responsibilities. Both phases 
were related to more general processes of maturation and personal development, as proposed by 
Super (1953).

Translating those insights to an intervention strategy might comprise, for example, a tight 
combination of pushing and encouraging for some participants in order to help them develop the 
resources and conversion factors (e.g. self-efficacy) to gain control over their professional pathway, 
while a targeted provision of autonomy will be needed for others – or for the same individuals in 
a different phase of change. A thorough analysis and continuous monitoring through phases of 
change are therefore crucial to ensure the effective implementation of activation programmes. For 
this purpose, the goals of activation policies need to be set in a more granular way, capturing and 
monitoring intermediate outcomes, such as the identification and active addressing of barriers, an 
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increase in self-efficacy, changes in the attitude to exercising on effort, vocational orientation and 
goal-focus, based on a thorough and holistic theory of change for those programmes. In this process, 
apparent setbacks or experiences of failure should not be judged negatively per se, as they might 
represent important adjustments in vocational orientation leading to more sustainable long-term 
labour market success. The current practice of gathering basic activity indicators, such as programme 
attendance, and employment status as a final outcome indicator omits the entirety of mechanisms of 
change that take place in-between those levels and keeps them hidden in a ‘black box’.

Outcome-based subcontracting of labour market programme delivery, as it is common in the 
USA, Australia and many European countries, is one strategy to shift the focus from programme 
activities to results. Making payments to providers at least partly conditional on the achievment of 
employment outcomes gives them more flexibility to tailor their services to participants’ changing 
needs, and reduces the administrative burden of programme implementation (European 
Commission 2012). However, these approaches also bear the risk of encouraging implementers 
to strive for short-term gains while minimising intervention costs, with potential detrimental 
effects for programme quality (Bonvin 2008; Sztandar-Sztanderska 2009). For example, while 
some participants need time and careful guidance in undergoing the phases of self-testing and 
self-knowledge, staff might be incentivised to push for their uptake of any available jobs. Another 
risk is the differential selection and treatment of participants – whereby more promising candi-
dates would be cherry picked and receive more resources (e.g. ‘cream skimming’, ‘creaming’ and 
‘parking’) (Finn 2010). These practices are likely to negatively affect the relationship of trust 
between participants and trainers, reduce motivation and (sustained) progress, and increase 
programme dropout for more disadvantaged participants. Including indicators relating to certain 
participant characteristics, job quality/earnings and sustainability of employment in the design of 
contracts and incentives have shown to be promising strategies to mitigate these risks (Finn 2010; 
Eichhorst and Rinne 2015).

Finally, another important aspect that deserves increased attention in both programme planning 
and evaluation relates to perseverance. Commonly, the vocational status of ALMP beneficiaries in 
Germany is being assessed at the end of their participation in an intervention, and 6 months later. As 
part of the results of this study, increased perseverance arose among the themes of change. Evidence 
from different spheres shows that this is an important attitudinal change with potentially transfor-
mative effects for professional and personal success (Duckworth et al. 2007; Credé et al. 2017). 
Changes in this trait, among others, and their longer-term effects on retention in subsequently 
started education or work should be considered when evaluating activation initiatives.

The focus on supply-side factors, i.e. the unemployed individuals and their behaviour, has to be 
acknowledged as a limitation of this study, which is occasionally criticised in the literature as ‘victim 
blaming’ (Van Hal et al. 2012). While choosing to concentrate on individual processes in this research, 
the authors recognise the importance of structural labour market features, such as labour demand, 
equal accessibility and the signalling effects of previous vocational histories, in order to holistically 
tackle youth unemployment. Furthermore, the exploratory nature of this study does not allow for 
a quantitative testing of the suggested framework. Further research is needed to assess the applic-
ability of the here presented findings to other contexts.

This paper provides an important contribution to the literature of ALMP evaluation, especially 
addressing the call for more theory- and mechanism-based evaluation approaches (Astbury and 
Leeuw 2010; Strat et al. 2018); as well as to the strand of career development in work psychology, 
widening the focus of interest towards the increasingly important topic of career avoidance.

6. Conclusion

Tackling the challenge of youth unemployment is a high priority of many governments worldwide. 
Especially in wealthy economies with well-developed labour markets such as Germany, great 
emphasis is placed on how to instigate active participation of unemployed youth in work, education 
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or training, preventing or mitigating the rates of vocationally inactive individuals. Activation policies 
are a widely implemented instrument for this purpose, aiming at driving a behavioural change in 
their beneficiaries through applying a combination of enabling and demanding elements. However, 
the detailed mechanisms of change of those programmes have been largely neglected by the social 
sciences and by the ALMP evaluation literature.

We conducted an in-depth qualitative field study in Germany, analysing the attitudinal and beha-
vioural change processes of unemployed youth over the course of their participation in different 
activation programmes. The results showed that respondents underwent up to seven phases of change, 
namely vocational availability, self-testing, self-knowledge, self-confidence, goal-orientation, vocational 
activity and perseverance. Each of those phases comprised different elements and triggers of change, 
which were situated partly within and partly outside the intervention domain. The findings suggest that 
the classic microeconomic search models which build the basis for most activation schemes are not 
capturing the full complexity of the multi-stage change process, including interconnected and occa-
sionally recursive causal factors triggering the different phases of activation for programme participants. 
Based on the findings from this study, a 7-stage framework is proposed as basis for a theory of change 
of activation policies, including aspects of the individual’s career and capability development.
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