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This project is funded by the 
European Regional Development 
Fund through the INTERREG IVC 
programme

InternatIonal Confe-
renCe on VolunteerIng 
The First International Conference on 
Volunteering for Youth Employment, 
Mobilization, Social Inclusion & Qua-
lity of Life, was held on 25-26 October 
2013 in Copenhagen.
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Volunteers help solVe 
europe’s unemployment 
problems 
Unemployment is on the increase 
throughout Europe, generating a need 
for new unconventional solutions
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WelCome
Welcome to the third issue of the VERSO newsletter. VERSO (Volunteers for Euro-
pean Employment) is a Pan-European development and knowledge-sharing pro-
ject funded by the European Regional Development Fund, INTERREG IVC.

Eight regional authorities and four research institutions in Europe collaborate in 
the VERSO project. VERSO will map ways to create fruitful interplay of regional 
political authorities and volunteers of civic society in the fight against unemploy-
ment. The challenge is to both trace good experiences – what works? – and clarify 
transferability of the good experiences across national, governmental, societal 
and cultural differences in Europe. In this issue, you can learn more about the 
background for VERSO and the most recent project activities.

You can subscribe to VERSO’s electronic newsletter by sending an email to 
verso@dpu.dk 

Learn more about VERSO at the project website:

www.versonet.eu
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unemployment is on the increase 
throughout europe, generating a 
need for new, unconventional solu-
tions. Volunteers can make a valua-
ble contribution in the battle against 
unemployment. the lessons learned 
from the Verso research and 
development project have been 
collected and is now being shared 
between the countries involved in a 
good practice catalogue.  

“Youth unemployment in the EU as a whole is 
approaching 25 percent, and in the countries 
that are worst affected (Spain and Greece), the 
level of youth unemployment is now well over 
50 percent. In some regions the figure is 75 per- 
cent. Even though there are differences from one 
region to the next, it is clear that the problems 
can’t be solved within the frameworks of the 
existing systems alone,” says project manager of 
the VERSO project, Niels Rosendal Jensen, asso-
ciate professor at Aarhus University, Denmark.

Niels Rosendal  Jensen points to the need for 
a clear political plan for how to solve the prob-
lems, and thinks the politicians should pay more 
attention to all the many voluntary initiatives 
that have been launched around Europe. 

“The VERSO project is a fresh idea showing 
that there is great potential in focusing on the 

involvement of volunteers – mentors, for in-
stance – who can help the unemployed find job,” 
explains Niels Rosendal Jensen. 

good practices
The VERSO project runs until the autumn of 
2014, so far 16 examples of good practices from 
across Europe have now been collected and are 
published in a good practice catalogue. VERSO 
will ultimately result in a range of research-
based policy recommendations and implemen-
tation plans in the eight participating European 
regions.
 These examples demonstrate that lots of 
good initiatives have already been launched  
– for instance volunteers offering their services 
as mentors for the unemployed with a view to 
reducing the level of unemployment in Europe. 

Niels Rosendal Jensen explains that the cata-
logue comprises 16 exemplary cases which live 
up to a range of criteria that have been identi-
fied, including the creation of a fruitful partner-
ship between regional political authorities and 
civilian volunteers in the battle against unem-
ployment. 

The good practices come from eight different 
regions in Europe including Catalonia, Bulgaria, 
Greece, UK, Netherlands, Hungary, Germany  
and Denmark. 

From the Municipality of Middelfart in Den-

Volunteers help 
solVe europe’s 
unemployment 
problems 
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mark, where the local job centre uses voluntary 
mentors, the Danish volunteer coordinators 
went to Spain this autumn on a study trip to 
learn from some of the volunteer initiatives that 
have been identified by VERSO there. 

“In Catalonia, they have enjoyed success 
with a coaching project, with a group of volun-
teers from various companies helping marginal-
ised young people to gain initial contact with the 
labour market. The project has generated new 
knowledge and new understanding of the com-
pany’s CSR policy (Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity, ed.), thereby giving something back to the 
company as well,” reports Niels Rosendal Jensen. 

Another example comes from Detmold in 
Germany, where a group of volunteers have 
formed a mentor network and trained the mem-
bers to be mentors for young people from an im-
migrant background. 

“One of the things these projects have 
achieved is to strengthen the social skills and 
self-confidence of the young people involved. 
Other mentors in the network have also enjoyed 
success with a language café for refugees, where 
mentors help with administrative tasks. It’s all 
designed to help the young people get closer to 
the labour market,” explains Jensen. 

Countries learning from each other
The researchers have analysed and determined 

how the insights can be shared by the various 
countries and regions taking part in the project. 

“The partnership between research institu-
tions and regional political authorities makes it 
possible to carry out comparative analyses and 
cost-benefit calculations across Europe. This 
will enable us to supply independent, research-
based knowledge to the regional political au-
thorities about what works in the fight against 
unemployment and how these good practices 
can be transferred from one national context to 
another,” concludes Niels Rosendal Jensen. 
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the first International Conference 
on Volunteering for youth employ-
ment, mobilization, social Inclusion 
& Quality of life, was held on 25-26 
october 2013 at aarhus university, 
Campus emdrup, in Copenhagen, 
Denmark. the conference was an 
open event in connection with eu 
open Days. 

Researchers from across Europe participated in 
the conference and focused on the challenges 
and contradictions when volunteering is on 
the agenda, not only in the national states, but 
also in the EU. One part of the renewed interest 
in  volunteering is often linked to budget cuts, 
implying that volunteers have to match the de-
mands of a welfare state under erosion. Volun-
teers should simply take over the tasks which 

paid work cannot meet. The economic recession 
since 2007/08 would do as an explanation. On 
the other hand, volunteering could also be inter-
preted as a continuation of an age-old practice, 
meaning that developmental work embracing 
volunteers and professionals has been seen as 
the main vehicle for social services, integra-
tion of minorities, and integration in the labour 
market, local cultural institutions, and lifelong 
learning. The intention of the conference was to 
consider quality of life as well as a number of in-
direct outcomes of voluntary work. 

InternatIonal 
ConferenCe on 
VolunteerIng  
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mentorIng 
for mIgrants

In the district lippe in germany, 
voluntary mentors support young 
migrants getting started on the job. 
What is special about the project: 
the mentors have a migration back-
ground themselves and thereby 
often find a personal approach to 
the young more easily. the business 
und employment support agency 
netz-werk lippe ggmbh has estab-
lished the mentoring program (as 
part of the program „Xenos - inte-
gration and diversity“). the results 
are promising. 

In Germany, young people with a migration back-
ground often lag behind in their career poten-
tial. According to statistics, only a third of young 
foreigners undergo training for the job, whereas 

the number for German adolescents in general 
is about twice as high. There is a variety of rea-
sons for the difficulties in transition from school 
to working life, for instance low or non-existing 
school-qualification or discrimination in respect 
to applications. Furthermore, the social environ-
ment plays a central role. Studies reveal, that 
especially in Germany, the family background is 
crucial for career success. However, few parents 
of young migrants know much about the Ger-
man education system, so the children receive 
little or no support from home. This is where the 
Netzwerk Lippe mentoring program comes in: 
Volunteers support and motivate young people, 
they give advice regarding the choice of profes-
sion, they inform about career perspectives, 
encourage the young and strengthen their self-
esteem. 
Since 2009, the Netzwerk Lippe has educated 63 
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voluntary mentors aged between 14 and 65 and 
coming from 15 different nation. The advantages 
are obvious, says project coordinator Dr. Wolf-
gang Sieber: Because of their own migration 
background, the mentors often have a better 
understanding of the situation and problems of 
the young. The threshold to get in contact is very 
low, the mentors are well accepted by the men-
tees. Especially mentors of the own community 
enjoy a high level of trust. Dr. Wolfgang Sieber: 
“With our low-threshold mentoring program we 
reach many immigrants that we don’t get with 
regular offers.” Furthermore, it is much easier 
for some adolescents to accept an advice from 
volunteers than from professionals, who only 
care because it is their job to do so.. 

Different professional and social 
background
The mentors have very different professional and 
social backgrounds. Many of them already work 
voluntarily with young people, e.g. as coaches in 
sports clubs, homework helpers, employees in 

girls’ clubs or youth leaders in neighbourhood 
centres. The idea is that the mentors use these 
existing contacts with young people and provide 
assistance when needed. Volunteers, who have 
little contact with young people in their daily 
lives, have an opportunity to work in language 
cafés for refugees set up by the Netzwerk Lippe. 
The refugees meet once a week in the cafés in 
order to stabilize and to improve their German 
language skills. One positive side effect: For 
some mentors, new career perspectives opened 
up during the process as well. Some are em-
ployed in the language cafes, others started to 
study. 

training
All mentors were prepared for their task in spe-
cial training courses. The Netzwerk Lippe gGm-
bH has developed different but abutted mentor 
trainings. A course consists of around 40 lessons 
and covers issues such as basics of communica-
tion, group dynamics, time management, organi-
zation, social area information up to the German 

Dr. Wolfgang Sieber from the Netzwerk Lippe  with 
Anette Eriksen from Aarhus University
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educational and training system. All in all, there 
are three different courses with slightly different 
focus.
The training was very beneficial and helpful, the 
mentors summarise: “I have learned a lot and 
can apply this in my immediate environment”, 
says Erhan Eksioglu. He trains young people in a 
soccer club with 15 different nationalities. 
Beyond the sporting activities he gets to know 
the problems of the young very well, e.g. dif-
ficulties in school, trouble with authorities and 
institutions and the big question: How can I get 
an apprenticeship or a job? Erhan Eksioglu pro-
vides tips and helps in compiling job applications 
- and often achieves more in this informal way 
than professionals in institutions. “I just want to 
put young people back on the right track”, the 
coach says. 

the young people only need a gen-
tle push ...
Sport is a bridge to reach young people also for 
Karim Suleiman. The native Syrian works as a pro-
fessional sport teacher in various clubs, schools 
and kindergartens and takes care of migrants. 
Since he was trained as a mentor, he can sup-
port both young migrants and their families: “I 
am proud that young people know: Karim takes 
care of us.” Suleiman came to Germany in 1995 
as a Kurdish refugee. His migration background 
facilitates the work, the 47 years old says. This al-
ready starts with the language. Suleiman speaks 
German, English, Arabic, Turkish and Kurdish. His 
experience: “Most of the time, the young people 
only need a gentle push and a little encourage-
ment (“You can do it”) towards taking their fu-
ture into their own hands.  This is what they are 
missing at home.”  
 Accordingly high are the needs and demands 
for mentors, but here the model is also reaching 
its limits. The mentors have limited time resourc-
es. Compared to full-time employees, it  cannot 
be expected the same level of professionalism, 
skills and knowledge, requirements for trans-
parency and documentation, says Dr. Wolfgang 
Sieber from the Netzwerk Lippe gGmbH. “We 

need to consider very carefully where and how 
volunteers work without overburdening them.” 
A further weakness: There was no matching with 
mentors and mentees. This aspect was taken 
into account in the following training programs 
and projects. On the whole the the advantages 
outweighs the disadvantages, underlines Wolf-
gang Sieber. “Experience shows that active la-
bour market policies to help job seekers do not 
automatically reach migrants.” Thus, it is all the 
more important to approach the target group 
actively and provide information on a personal 
level. For that, the mentoring program is a very 
suitable approach and will be pursued in the Dis-
trict Lippe. 

District lippe 

Lippe is a rural region in Nordrhein-West-
falen, Germany, with a traditionally high 
proportion of manufacturing industry 

Influenced by the structural changes in re-
cent years, many jobs were lost in the in-
dustrial sector 

• 1.246,21 km² 
• 355.000 inhabitants 
• 13.156 unemployed persons / 7,4 % 
• about 100.000 immigrants, partly 
 organized in 25 organisations. 

www.netzwerk-lippe.de
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partICIpants In the 
Verso-projeCt:

KnoWleDge partners
Aarhus University 
www.au.dk

University of Ioannina 
www.uoi.gr/en

Budapest Business School
www.gkz.bgf.hu

Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona
www.uab.cat

publIC authorIty 
partners

East Riding of Yorkshire Council
www.eastriding.gov.uk

Generalitat de Catalunya
www.gencat.cat

Municipality of Middelfart
www.middelfart.dk

Municipality of Zalaegerszeg
www.zalaegerszeg.hu
    
Municipality of Coevorden
www.coevorden.nl    

Municipality of Sofia
www.sofia.bg

Netzwerk Lippe
www.netzwerk-lippe.de

Region of Epirus
www.php.gov.gr
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letter by sending an email to 
verso@dpu.dk

Verso fInal 
ConferenCe 
ZalaegersZeg, Zala County, 
hungary 25 september, 2014

At the final conference, participants in the VERSO project will 
present the outcome of the project: a range of research-based 
policy recommendations. the recommendations will iden-
tify effective forms of volunteering indicate how they can be 
transferred to contexts across europe, and identify some of the 
problems that can not be solved by the family, the market or 
the state, and which must be addressed by new forms of col-
laboration involving civic society and volunteerism.

organizers: Zalaegerszeg College of business administration 

more information about the Closing Conference at 
www.versonet.eu

Verso fInal 
aCtIVItes 2014
organizer: budapest business school, College of business ad-
ministration Zalaegerszeg

23. september: study trips to Zalaegerszeg registred 
    under european open Days
24. September:   Internal Evaluation and finalizing 
    procedures
25. september:   final Conference: presentation of 
    findings and political recommendations 
    - registered under european open Days
8. october:   Workshop under european open Days:   
    Volunteering a route to employment
                        Venue: the Danish Church in brussels, rue  
    Washington 27, b-1050 brussels, belgium


