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This policy brief reports findings on how early career workers engage in newly-founded, youth-led 

organisations fighting for the improvement of working and employment conditions across Europe. 

The findings draw on a literature review and three qualitative organisational case studies with 

youth-led social movement organisations. 

 

Young people across Europe are more likely to face precarious working conditions than more 

mature age workers, These conditions threaten their opportunities for informal learning in the 

workplace. Adverse employment conditions – poor social security, short-term contracts, or low pay 

– result in workplaces which limit workplace learning even where job design should allow for a rich 

and lasting learning experience. Improved employment conditions should be closely linked to the 

lifelong learning policy agenda. 
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Social movement organisations (SMOs) are ‘a complex, or formal organisation which identifies its 

preferences with a social movement or a counter-movement and attempts to implement those 

goals.’1 Active participation in youth-led organisations trying to improve working conditions for 

people in their early careers (and beyond) is unusual, when studied against the backdrop of the 

youth cohorts. However, the evidence available indicates that the absolute numbers of SMOs and 

their associated activists are significant. Examples of SMOs in this context can be found across 

practically all EU28 member states. 

 

Initiatives include organisations attached to long-standing organisations such as trade unions, 

independent movements fighting for the improvement of conditions in a specific professional field 

or sector, and SMOs working against precarious working conditions and for the improvement of 

society in general.  

 

The role of SMOs must be understood in relation to the field in which they are embedded and the 

industrial relations system in the specific sector or region. Young employees develop approaches 

and roles to make their voices heard. These are often specific to their environment. This results in 

a variety of activities, organisational structures and learning opportunities for SMO members.  

 

To highlight and understand the variety of young employees’ activism, ENLIVEN undertook a 

literature review and three in-depth organisational case studies on youth-led social movement 

organisations (in the Basque region of Spain, in Slovakia and Austria). These generated deeper 

understanding of the role of social movement organisations in industrial relations systems, their 

activities for improving working conditions, and their learning from activism.  

 

 

 

Not all workplaces are favourable learning environments 

Young employees spend a good deal of their lifetime in the workplace. This means the workplace 

is a potentially vital site of learning. Whether a workplace provides more or fewer opportunities for 

informal learning is therefore important: employing organisations are gatekeepers of lifelong 

learning.  

 

However, not all workplaces provide rich opportunities for learning and professional skill 

development. This results both from inadequate provision of non-formal education opportunities, 

and from employment conditions that make it difficult for employees to engage with what learning 

opportunities – informal or non-formal – are available. Beyond responding individually to what they 

see as a lack of learning opportunities, early career workers can also organise collectively for 

improved employment conditions. 

 

 

How newly founded, youth-led social movement organisations look for their place within industrial 

relations systems 

The diversity found among individuals entering activism is higher than ever before. This mirrors 

increased diversity in the workforce. Patterns of volunteering and activism have become more 

varied. A stronger preference for short term activities over long-term commitment to social 

 
1 McCarthy, John D. (2013). Social Movement Organization (SMO) The Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of Social and 
Political Movements. London: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, pp. 596-598 
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movement organisations, including trade unions, has been reported.2 In addition, a lack of trust in 

established forms of political representation and democratic participation has been observed –the 

latter, however, does not result in a lack of interest in entering new forms of activism.3  

 

The position of trade unions as a form of established interest representation is important. While 

trade unions hold a key position within the industrial relations systems in all countries observed, 

SMOs tend to be initiated outside trade unions. Young employees affected by precarious working 

conditions form SMOs in order to make their voices heard in public – as well as in pay negotiations 

or collective agreements. Often, trade unions are considered ‘greyed’, allegedly serving the 

interests of older, male members – although in fact many trade unions take action (with varying 

degrees of success) in favour of early career workers, take a keen interest in building the trust of 

young people, and try to bring new generations of young workers into their organisations.   

 

Figure 1: (Former) Membership in Trade Unions or comparable organisations in 9 countries 

participating in ENLIVEN WP5-7: Breakdowns for age groups (18-24, 25-34, 35-54, 55-64) 

in 2016 (for Slovakia, Denmark and Bulgaria, 2012). 

 

 
Sources: European Social Survey, ESS6-2012, ed.2.4 - ESS8-2016, ed.2.1 Post 

-stratification weight including design weight; own calculation. 

SMOs take diverse roles in their countries, exploring opportunities within national or sectoral 

industrial relations systems. They are challengers among challengers, addressing both established 

trade unions and employer associations. They try to make themselves visible in collective 

bargaining at a sectoral/regional and company level. They may address political representatives  

 
2 Schugurensky, Daniel; Dauguid, Fiona and Mündel, Karsten (2010). Volunteer work and informal learning. 
Exploring the commections. In: Livingstone, David W. (ed.). Exploring the connections: Routledge. 
3 Benedicto, Jorge (2015). Youth participation as meaningful citizenship experience: a challegne to improve 
democratic life. In: Commission, European (ed.). Youth work and non-formal learning in Europe´s education 
landscape. A quarter of a century of EU cooperation for youth policy and practice. Luxembourg: Publications 
Office of the European Union. 
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and the state bureaucracy as well as single employer organisations. They may try to attract 

broader public attention, typically applying a conventional but creative repertoire of contention.4 

 

SMOs can be understood in similar terms to how trade unions and the industrial relations system 

are considered by young employees. This means taking account of (a) their strength, power and 

impact on shaping employment conditions, (b) their sensitivity to the particular needs of early 

career workers, and (c) the (occupational) identity of young workers – who may have stable, 

sector-specific identities or be ‘workers in transition’, often not corresponding to unions’ sector-

specific approaches.  

 

Among the case studies we undertook, several ways of applying these elements could be found. 

These included trade unions reaching out to early career workers and other SMOs; SMOs founded 

because of a perceived lack of interest in the precarious working conditions of young employees, 

including not fitting into traditional union structures; and professional SMOs created to overcome 

perceived low levels of effectiveness of existing industrial relations arrangements.  

 

Figure 2: Recently founded, youth-led SMO within the field of industrial relations 

 

 
Source: Own description 

 

 

Social Movement Organisation as sites for learning 

 

Active participation in youth-led, employment-oriented SMOs can be analysed as a type of 

voluntary work, offering involvement in meaningful activities as well as learning opportunities 

similar to those in constructive workplace learning.5 Becoming engaged in SMOs can partly 

 
4 In line with ethical considerations, the field work in ENLIVEN has deliberately covered organiations applying 
a conventional repertoire of contention only.   
5 Marsick, Victoria J.; Watkins, Karen E.; Wilson Callahan, Mary and Volpe, Marie (2009). Informal and 
Incidental Learning in the Workplace. In: Smith, Cecil M. and DeFrates-Densch, Nancy (eds), Handbook of 
Research on Adult Learning and Development, London: Routledge, pp. 570-600 
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compensate for the disadvantages of lacking a  learning-rich workplace. SMO activity provides 

learning opportunities and other elements of professional socialisation. Voluntary work also 

provides experiences, and therefore learning, which are not available at all in many workplaces 

and thus complements an individual’s overall learning opportunities. Finally, voluntary work 

contributes in a unique and essential way to a participant’s identity and adult development.6  

 

The great diversity of activist engagement results in diverse learning opportunities. Organisations 

often provide some non-formal educational activities, frequently using methods familiar within adult 

education. However, the main learning takes place informally. This may be: (a) intentional and 

conscious, as in learning projects; (b) incidental, often promoted by an urgency to solve a particular 

problem; or (c) by intentional submission of tacit knowledge, as a part of the socialization process.7 

Mostly, learning is a by-product when striving for the particular goals of the SMO, which may 

include providing effective help to people in need, raising public awareness for a common problem 

or mobilising fellow citizens for a common cause. Learning is both individual and collective. 

Through reflective practice, lessons learned can be made explicit and passed on within and across 

SMOs, allowing for horizontal social movement learning. 

 

Within social movement activities, young people learn by applying themselves and by engaging in 

a collective experience, creating new knowledge, skills and competences. Through participation, 

they become empowered actors – political subjects – and gain influence over their social 

environment.  

 

 

 

To gain understanding of the development of recently founded, youth-led social movement 

organisations and their interplay with industrial relations systems, we implemented three in-depth, 

organisational case studies in countries with diverse industrial relations systems – Spain, Slovakia 

and Austria. A literature review focused on the development of SMOs and the learning 

opportunities they provide. 

 

The first case study, the Charter of Social Rights, provides insights into a broad SMO, established 

with major support from trade unions. They focus not on a specific sector, but on the general 

improvement of society and working conditions in the Basque country. This shows how traditional 

trade unions can develop new approaches by establishing stronger links with SMOs. 

 

The second case study from Slovakia, and the third from Austria, both focus on the self-

organisation of teachers in adult education. Two sub-sectors were chosen, educational counselling 

in Slovakia and adult basic and German language education in Austria. The first explores the 

 
6 Jones, Susan R. and Gasiorski, Anna (2009). Service-Learning, Civic and Community Participation 
Contributions to Adult Development. In: Smith, Cecil M. and DeFrates-Densch, Nancy (eds), Handbook of 
Research on Adult Learning and Development, London: Routledge, pp. 636-669. 
7 Schugurensky, Daniel and Myers, John P. (2008). Informal Civic Learning Through Engagement in Local 
Democracy: The Case of the Seniors' Task Force of Healthy City Toronto. In: Church, Kathryn; Bascia, Nina 
and Shragge, Eric (eds). Learning through Community: Exploring Participatory Practices. Dordrecht: 
Springer Netherlands, pp. 73-95 
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founding of a professional organisation of counsellors while the second describes the development 

of a grassroots initiative by teachers. 

 

 

 

Based on our approach of making lifelong learning possible for all, by creating workplaces 

favourable for learning, and paying attention to the contributions of youth-led SMOs fighting 

precarious working conditions, we make the following policy recommendations: 

 

Lifelong learning depends on learning rich/stable workplaces: Lifelong learning policy should 

treat the workplace as a space of learning. Given the importance of the workplace as a learning 

site, policies need to foster the creation of good jobs providing learning-favourable working 

conditions.  

 

Reach out to young SMO activists to develop and explore their experiences when 

formulating policies for improving employment conditions and learning at work: Currently, 

the ideas and experiences gained through such activities remain underused, as their 

representatives are typically not invited to participate in policy consultation processes. By giving 

them a voice in such processes, social dialogue on important aspects of employment policies for 

young people can be enhanced.  

 

Precarious working conditions need to be brought into the spotlight of industrial relations 

systems more prominently: While industrial relations systems in Europe are diverse, all countries 

employ forms of negotiation between employees and employers, at national, sectoral or company 

level. However, employees who are not employed in regular contracts or who sit outside 

established professions are often overlooked in these negotiations.  

 

Make use of SMOs’ ideas for renewing industrial relations systems: Many trade unions 

experience difficulties in approaching young employees. Youth-led SMOs should be seen as 

laboratories producing qualitative knowledge and practical skills, and challenging established 

organisations (including trade unions). This would enable these organisations to renew and 

enhance their structures of interest representation and their industrial relations strategies. Taking 

the idea of learning through participation more seriously may also help traditional organisations to 

move from treating young people as the object of political action to a more dynamic understanding 

in which young people are supported in standing up for their own causes. 

  

Make informal learning in SMOs visible: Lifelong learning policies need to take account of 

informal learning in SMOs. As learning through activism is a way of compensating for missed out 

learning opportunities in workplaces unfavourable for learning, the skills and experiences gained 

need to be made visible – to the individual as well as to future employers. Strategies for recognition 

of such informal learning need to be included in lifelong learning policies.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
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The ENLIVEN research models how policy interventions in adult education can become more 

effective. Different work packages focus on the role of governance and policy, participation, 

workplace learning and adults’ well-being. It implements and evaluates an innovative Intelligent 

Decision Support System and provides a new and more scientific underpinning for policy debate 

and decision-making on adult learning, especially for young adults. The project investigates these 

lifelong learning aspects through quantitative and qualitative analyses. 

 

 

 
PROJECT NAME 

 
Encouraging Lifelong Learning for an Inclusive & Vibrant Europe (ENLIVEN) 

  

COORDINATOR Professor John Holford 
University of Nottingham, Nottingham, England, United Kingdom 
john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk 

  

CONSORTIUM 3s Unternehmensberatung GmbH – Vienna, Austria 
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences – Institute for the Study of Societies and 
Knowledge – Sofia, Bulgaria 
KU Leuven/University of Leuven, Leuven - Belgium 
Slovak Academy of Sciences/Slovenskejakadémie vied – Institute for 
Forecasting/ Prognostickýústav– Bratislava,Slovakia 
Tallinn University/TallinnaÜlikool –Tallinn, Estonia 
Universidad de Deusto – Bilbao, Spain 
University of Edinburgh – Edinburgh, Scotland, United Kingdom 
University of Melbourne – Melbourne, Australia 
University of Nottingham – Nottingham, England, United Kingdom 
University of Verona/Università degli Studi di Verona – Verona, Italy 

  

FUNDING SCHEME  European UnionHorizon 2020 Framework Programme for Research and 
Innovation (2014-2020) – Societal Challenge 6 – Europe in a changing world: 
inclusive, innovative and reflective societies", call YOUNG-3-2015, topic 
“Encouraging Lifelong Learning for an Inclusive and Vibrant Europe (ENLIVEN)” 
Grant Agreement No 693989 

  

DURATION   October 2016 –September 2019 (36 months). 

  

BUDGET EU contribution: 2,499,788.50€. 

  

WEBSITE https://h2020enliven.org/ 

  

FOR MORE 

INFORMATION  

Contact: Professor John Holford 
john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk 
Contact: Ruth Elmer 

ruth.elmer@nottingham.ac.uk 

  

FURTHER READING Hefler, Günter (2017). Ethical Procedures (Part B)- Further aspects with regard to 
research on social movement organization in WP7 (Deliverable 11.3). 

Hefler, Günter; Steinheimer, Eva & Wulz, Janine (2017). Literature review on initiatives to 
improve early career conditions across EU member states (WP7) ENLIVEN Report 
D7.1). https://h2020enliven.files.wordpress.com/2017/09/enliven-d7-1.pdf  

Hefler, Günter ; Steinheimer, Eva; Wulz, Janine; Studena, Ivana; Aurrekoetxea Casaus, 
Maite; Bartolome Peral, Edurne  (2019). Comparative Report on organisational case 
studies on recently founded, youth-led social movement organisations (SMO) in WP7 
in three countries (ES, SK, AT). (WP7)  ENLIVEN report D7.2). 

 

 RESEARCH PARAMETERS 

 PROJECT IDENTITY 

mailto:john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk
https://h2020enliven.org/
mailto:john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk
mailto:ruth.elmer@nottingham.ac.uk
https://h2020enliven.files.wordpress.com/2017/09/enliven-d7-1.pdf


 
 

 

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF - P a g e | 8 

 

 
 


