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The context

• Unequal spatial footprint of crises (2007/08, 
Covid-19)  on top of the EU structural 
socio-spatial inequalities

• Deepening divergence between wealthy 
regions and economically lagging areas 
‘left-behind’ places

• Differentiated impact of crises across the 
age cohorts

• Youth  a disadvantaged and strongly
affected part of the labour market
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Research aim

Study development paths of left-behind regions in the EU South periphery through the lens of 
youth labour markets

• Examine left-
behindness
through regioanal
youth labour 
market resilience, 
focusing on youth 
employment and 
inactivity (NEETs)

• Calculate resilience indices for youth 
employment and NEET rate in NUTS2 
regions of Spain, Italy, Portugal and 
Greece:

-2009-2013  recession period
-2014-2018  weak recovery
-2019-2021  Covid-19 era

-Focus on 2008-2018  (Covid-19 ongoing, 
initial impact, real implications in 2020s)

• Locate factors 
of low 
regional 
resilience



Contribution

• Intersecting regional and youth studies

• Left-behindness emerging literature  opportunity to employ a resilience angle

• Regional studies  neglected to assess resilience of the young cohorts of the labour force

• Youth studies  overlooked potential interlinkages with regional resilience

• Adding to the debate on left-behind regions:

• Conceptualizing it through regional youth inactivity trajectories

• Measuring it calculating regional resilience indices for youth employment and NEET rate

• How to conceptualize resilience across the young cohorts of the labour force



Conceptual framework: Left-behind regions

• Origin: economic geographers’ long interest in lagging regions  since 2016, left-behind 
places (UK)  features of places with high concentration of Brexit votes

• Then, different terminology in other countries (e.g. ‘forgotten’ territories-France)

• Regions experiencing economic stagnation or decline (low wages, employment and skills; 
high poverty; demographic shrinkage)

• Neglected by spatial policies  focus on large urban areas

• Outcome of uneven geographical development & division core vs. periphery

• Should be conceptualized in the context of structural regional inequalities

• Providing the grounds for expression of discontent (also on political voting)



Conceptual framework: Left-behind regions

• Diverse group of regions:

-old industrial -peripheral -rural -geographically and economically isolated 

• Until now, focus on voting patterns, emerging study of regions’ features

• Considering

• Opportunity to examine left-behindness through regional resilience of youth labour markets

Calls to examine:
-underlying factors of left-behindness
-ways to understand left-behindness
-left-behind places’ response to economic shocks

Importance of employment 
and demographic shrinkage 
in left-behindness



Conceptual framework: Regional resilience

• Resilient regions: can weather economic uncertainty, withstand great job losses and recover, against external shocks

• How regions change their pathways within the existing system thresholds (path-switching), with no equilibrium point 
(permanent process of dynamic renewal)  Socio-economic systems characterized by disequilibrium

• How economic actors respond differently to changing circumstances  focus on geographical differentiation of resilience

• Main measures: regional GDP, regional employment

• Geographical political economy approach:

• path-dependent processes:

socio-economic history tracks of economic development established practices

• the changing spatial divisions of labour 

• the regionally-specific social, economic and institutional context matters



Conceptual framework: Youth labour markets

• Youth labour markets may act as sound test beds to assess regional resilience

• Young employees frequently  the first losing their jobs in recession

• Increasing precarity of contemporary labour

• Youth inactivity  Youth not in employment, education or training (NEETs)

• Youth disengagement from the labour market  deep, structural problem of ‘left-
behind’ regions



Methodology: 
Quantitative 
indices

• Resistance and recovery indices for:

-youth employment 15-29 (REres and RErec)

-NEETs 15-29 (RNres and RNrec)

• Resistance index for 2009-2013 & 2019-2021 &

• Recovery index for 2014-2018

𝑅𝐸𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑟 =
∆𝑌𝐸𝑟

𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 − ∆𝑌𝛦𝑟
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• high positive value of REres resistance against recession in terms of young employees

• high positive value of RErec fast recovery of youth employment to the pre-crisis levels

• negative values of RNres resistance against increase of NEETs

• negative values of RNrec recovery with a greater reduction of NEETs than expected



Methodology: Qualitative research

• 12 informed expert interviews (March-September 2019):

• senior employee of a public manpower organisation that consults jobseekers (1 per country)

• labour market expert (1 per country)

• representative of a civil society organisation (e.g. an NGO) who works on youth engagement 
(1 per country)

• trade unionist (1 per country)

• asking them to assess factors of youth labour market resilience & quantitative results

• coding and narrative analysis, synthesising themes in the responses 





Results: Bad performers

• Four South Italian regions in the Top-5 in terms of NEET rate in both 2008 and 2018  locked in high youth inactivity 
trajectories (Sicily, Campania, Calabria, Puglia)

• Peripheral, rural, isolated and island regions  small resilience capacity  left-behind regional youth labour markets 
(less resilient to NEETs), however there are exceptions:

• 2008-2013: East Macedonia and Thrace, Asturias and Tuscany

• 2014-2018: North Aegean, Extremadura, Campania, Sicily, Algarve

• 2019-2021: Ionian Islands, South Aegean, Canary islands (tourism-oriented)

• Weak industrial base and previous economic development pathways:

Several regions with low REres and RErec, have not a well-developed productive structure (e.g. Extremadura, North 
Aegean, Basilicata) & are among the regions with GDP per capita  below the national average in 2008



Results: good performers

• Core regions high levels of economic development, nodal position vis-à-vis international trade and 
strong capacity to innovate (such as Trento and Catalonia) in 2008-2018

• Industrial base: heavy dependence on tourism (South Aegean, Canary Islands, Balearic Islands) or strong 
manufacturing (Aragon, Central Greece, Emilia-Romagna) in 2008-2018.

Divergent trends in 2019-2021: regions with strong manufacturing sector were 
highly resilient vs. tourism-oriented regions were less resilient 

• Certain metropolitan regions 

resilient in terms of youth labour markets (Madrid, Catalonia, esp. during the debt and the pandemic crisis 
period) 



Factors of small resilience capacity in left-behind 
regions

• structural deficiencies

• specialisation in sectors with prevalence of low-paid jobs (e.g. agriculture) with inferior position in 
the international division of labour

‘industrial base is crucial. Regions specialised in sectors with high seasonality and low-skilled jobs, 
such as agriculture, face youth inactivity’ (European Structural and Investment Funds Senior
Advisor, Basilicata, Italy)

• urbanisation trends metropolitan areas more resilient

‘compared to 2013, there is a trend of recovery in our region; however, it is weak. The recruitment 
rate is increasing primarily in Athens, the main Greek metropolitan region.’ (Job consultant in the 
public manpower employment organization, Voreio Aigaio, Greece)



Factors of small resilience capacity in left-behind 
regions

• Path-dependent processes related to:

• patterns of economic development – performance of local institutions and services 

‘the most developed regions have the lowest NEET rates, due to the good performance of their local 
entrepreneurial ecosystems, with firms therein being able to generate employment opportunities.’ 
(European Structural and Investment Funds Senior Advisor, Basilicata, Italy)

‘Youth Guarantee has not been implemented efficiently in the Italian south regions since it has neither 
focused on the needs of the local labour market nor strengthened the link between education and 
regional production system.’ (Independent labor market expert, Basilicata, Italy)



Factors of small resilience capacity in left-behind 
regions

• labour market segmentation

• human capital

• ‘many inactive young people asking for our advice have neither completed secondary education nor 
graduated from the university… they unavoidably face discrimination when searching for a job.’ 
(Employment advisor, working in an NGO, Madrid, Spain)

• gender and ethnic divisions

‘women and men do not have the same opportunities in the labour market, particularly due to family 
responsibilities. For instance, when our agency offers training to women, they often reject it, as they 
either have to raise children or need to take care of the elderly.’ (Job consultant in the public manpower
employment organization, Lazio, Italy)

‘business owners deny jobs to young women due to the veil, a sign of discrimination. Women wearing 
the veil are also denied training. These are cases of racist and sexist behaviour.’ (Staff member of the 
public manpower employment service, Murcia, Spain)



Conclusions

• Overall, left-behind regional youth labour markets with low resilience against the consecutive crises 
(2007/08 global economic crisis and Covid-19 pandemic), failing to integrate youth into the labour market 
are:

• Economically lagging regions

• Excessively peripheral, rural and isolated regions, often islands

• Regional economies with weak industrial base, often oriented in one sector

• Despite such commonalities found among the study regions, differences and outliers should not be 
ignored (non resilience of Lombardy - in terms of youth inactivity and unemployment)

• Different resilient capacity of regions between 2007/08 economic crisis and Covid-19 in terms of industrial 
base (tourism and manufacturing in 2008-2018, only manufacturing in 2019-2021)



Conclusions

• Factors of low resilience:

• structural deficiencies (specialisation in sectors with prevalence of low-paid jobs, urbanisation 
trends)

• path-dependent processes (economic development trajectories, institutional capacity)

• labour market segmentation (gender, ethnicity)

• Not an issue of youth insufficient agency  locked in high youth inactivity pathways 

• Youth disengagement from the labour market is a deep structural problem of left-behind Southern 
EU regions/ not a matter of youth insufficient agency



Conclusions

Vicious circle of: labour precariousness

youth unemployment 

disengagement/inactivity/marginalization 

economic underdevelopment



Acknowledgments

The authors received funding from the project “A place for Youth in the 
Mediterranean EEA: Resilient and Sharing Economies for NEETs (YouthShare)” which 
is funded by Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway grants fund for Youth Employment

and from

Research e-infrastructure “Research and Development Network of the Aegean 
Archipelagos: Fostering Regional Innovation, Entrepreneurship and Excellence” 
implemented within the framework of the “Regional Excellence” Action of the 
Operational Program “Competitiveness, Entrepreneurship and Innovation” co-
funded by the European Regional Development Fund and the Greek State


