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OVERVIEW 

•  young workers and the labour market – 
precarious work, exploitation and 
unemployment 

•  the use and abuse of internships 
•  trade unions and young people: the 

challenge 
•  trade unions, young people and 

internships: the response 
•  concluding remarks 



YOUNG WORKERS AND THE LABOUR 
MARKET 1 

•  Increase in age for entering the labour market   
‘Today, the journey from adolescence to adulthood is far more daunting. It 

takes much longer, and the roadway is filled with far more potholes, one-
way streets and dead ends.’ (Symonds et al 2011, in Keep 2011) 

•  High youth unemployment 
  from 15.4% (average EU) in 2007 to 20.7% in 2010 
  lowest rate NL (8.7%); highest ES (41%) 
 many countries have had ‘double digit’ increases 
  youth unemployment is nearly double the rate for labour 

force as whole 
•  One reason given by employers is lack of training and 

‘work experience’ of young people, but what is the 
quality of training and internships – do they lead to 
real jobs?! See below… 



YOUNG WORKERS AND THE LABOUR 
MARKET 2 

•  High proportion of young workers who are in 
work are in ‘insecure employment’ 

•  ‘Precarisation’ :  ‘First job’ more likely to be 
‘precarious’, ex. IT, FR, DE.  
 Forms of precarious work include: 
 - Part-time work 
 - Temporary work, including temporary agency work 
(TAW) 
 - Fixed-term work 
 - Dependent self-employment 
 - ‘informal’ work 



YOUNG WORKERS AND THE LABOUR 
MARKET 3 

•  Labour laws permit lower wages and conditions 
for young workers :   

 UK: minimum wage is £ 5.03 per hour for 18 – 20 year 
olds; £ 6.31 for adult workers;  

  FR: attempt to introduce this failed 
•  Restrictions on benefits to young people not in 

employment, education or training) (NEETs) can 
force young people into insecure, poorly paid, 
exploitative jobs 

•  UK is extreme case: ‘compulsory internships’ in 
private industry for (mainly young) unemployed 
forces them to take unpaid work with little 
training, no prospects 



YOUNG PEOPLE AND 
INTERNSHIPS 1 

Internships during studies: 
 FR: ‘stages’ common among secondary and university 
studies 
 IT: ‘stages’ compulsory for most students esp. technical/
scientific subjects 
 DE: ‘Praktikum’ esp. in technical/scientific subjects 
 UK: ‘work experience’ at end of secondary studies, during 
university studies (in holidays) 
Problems: 
Internships may be unpaid: FR (up to 2 months), IT (if part 
of studies), UK 
Internships often offer little genuine work experience or 
training – IT, UK 



YOUNG PEOPLE AND 
INTERNSHIPS 2 

Internships after or unrelated to studies: 
 DE: new practice of ‘post grad’ internships 
 IT: stages during studies inadequate, so many young 
people obliged to do ‘post grad’ internships – badly paid 
(e 600 per month) 
 NL: stages badly paid (e 300 per month) 
Problems: 
Low pay; limited training;  often offering few prospects 
for permanent job; varying degrees of compulsion 



TRADE UNIONS AND 
YOUNG WORKERS 

Union density of young workers lower in most EU 
countries (but less so in BE, IT and DE) 

Young people are less likely to join trade unions for: 
External labour market reasons 
- in precarious, temporary or fixed-term work – afraid to stand out 
- more likely to change jobs and sectors 
- less attachment to single employer or desire for ‘job security’  

Internal trade union reasons: 
-  image of trade unions as ‘not for me’  - traditional format of meetings, 

demands, bargaining agendas, older leaders and activists dominate 
-  decline of traditional forms of recruitment through apprenticeships, 

education, compounded by unemployment 
-  parents and friends now less likely to be trade union members 

This makes it harder for unions to respond to concerns 
of young people but makes it all the more important 
to do so… 



TRADE UNIONS, YOUNG PEOPLE AND 
INTERNSHIPS 

Trade unions are responding to the concerns of young 
people about the absence or misuse of internships: 
• encouragement of high quality training in internships 
– through tripartite institutions (SE, DN) or bilateral 
union – employer agreements (NL) 
• protection against abuse by employers who use 
young ‘interns’ as cheap option to regular work force 
– through campaigning and pressure on government 
and employers 
• recruitment, representation, mobilisation of young 
workers  – success of IG Metall’s ‘Operation 
Ubernahme’ 
• pressure on public opinion and action through the 
courts – UK unions’ response to compulsory 
internships and ‘workfare’ 



Tutte le rotelle al loro posto ? 



CONCLUDING REMARKS 

•  European crisis has intensified 
unemployment and precarity among young 
people 

•  crucial link of youth and precarity, also 
interactions with gender, ethnicity  

•  low level of union membership among young 
workers has dual external (labour market) 
and internal (attitudes, culture) causes 

•  but unions can respond by focusing on young 
people’s concerns over un- and under-
employment, poor training and lack of 
meaningful internships 




