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What is RFI INSIGHT? 

At the ROCKWOOL Foundation Interventions Unit we aim to generate new knowl-
edge about possible solutions to challenges faced by society. Our work is spread 
over four phases. First, we investigate the nature of a current issue, drawing on 

knowledge, insights and lessons gained from research, social innovation and interac-
tion with practitioners. Second, we prototype and develop possible solutions. Third, we 
evaluate the impact of these solutions in order to determine the degree to which they 
generate positive change and their cost-effectiveness in doing so. We keep scalability in 
mind throughout; solutions are designed to reach their full potential at scale, which is our 
fourth and final phase. 

Our work is always a learning process. New questions arise, and we continuously acquire 
new insights into the nature of the challenge, the intended participants, and the methods 
that may produce positive change. We build on this knowledge in creating a specific solu-
tion. However, it is not until we finally see the results of a research-based impact evalua-
tion that we know whether that solution really does have the capacity to generate positive 
outcomes for participants, and benefits for society as a whole. It takes time to reach that 
point. The idea of “RFI Insight” is to share the practical knowledge, insights and learning 
that we continuously accumulate through our work, including in the early phases.
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NExTWORK - 
A new employer-based initiative 
aimed at vulnerable young adults   

Can networking, relationships and practical work experience give young adults living 
on the edges of  society a foothold on the labour market and a way forward in life? 

There are 50,000 young adults in Den-
mark living on the edges of society 
– without education or work, and at 

great risk of never being able to obtain a 
foothold in the labour market. The prob-
lem of young adults aged 18 to 29 who 
are not in education, employment or train-
ing (NEETs) has settled at a level where it 
affects between six and eight percent of 
each Danish youth cohort.  This has huge 
social and financial consequences for the 
individuals concerned, and it costs Danish 
society as a whole fully DKK 12-15 billion 

for each year that these young adults re-
main outside the labour market.1 

These numerous young people who have 
missed out on further education and have 
poor job prospects represent a major 
challenge for society, with enormous con-
sequences for both the individuals them-
selves and for the national economy. New 
solutions are needed which can equip 
these young adults with the experience, 
resources and skills they need to enter and 
remain in either education or work. 

1  Andersen, S. H., J. R. Skaksen, B. Jensen, & B. W. Nielsen. 2017. “Hvad vi ved om udsatte unge. Historik, omfang 
og årsager” (What we know about disconnected young adults. History, extent and causes). The ROCKWOOL  
Foundation Research Unit and Gyldendal.

Source: Calculations based on 
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Interviews and  
preliminary analyses 

Ministries 
Municipalities 
Job centres 
Unemployment insurance 
funds 
Unions 
Employers 
Businesses and  
organisations 
Unemployed individuals 

In-depth interviews 
with young adults not 
in work or education to 
identify their insights, 
experiences, wishes and 
needs 

Listing provisional con-
cepts 
 

Workshops involving 
representatives of 
employers, young adults, 
experts, researchers and 
practitioners 

Research literature 

Mapping of Danish and 
international initiatives 

An initiative to combat 
unemployment among 
young adults

In 2014, the ROCKWOOL Foundation Interventions 
Unit teamed up with several municipality partners 
to launch an initiative to develop, trial and evalu-

ate NExTWORK, a new initiative designed for unem-
ployed young adults. The aim of the initiative was 
to help some of the most vulnerable of unemployed 
young adults to commence, and remain in, education 
or work. 

One of the first steps in the development of NExT-
WORK was to conduct a series of in-depth interviews 
with young people who were neither in education nor 
in employment, and who were living on state bene-
fit payments. These young adults talked about the 
conditions and circumstances that had shaped their 
upbringing and youth, about their experiences with 
the public employment services, about the help they 
had received, and not least about their hopes and 
dreams for the future. The stories told by these young 
people provided insights and accounts of real experi-
ences that then helped to define the direction for the 
further development of NExTWORK. 

Preliminary study 

2014

User survey Co-creation  

How 
NExTWORK 
was developed 
– from idea 
to concept to 
programme
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Trialling and develop-
ment of the project 
with young adults and 
employers 

Development of service 
descriptions, tools, gov-
ernance structures and 
budget analyses

Charting user journeys 
and service blueprints 

Co-creative processes 
with job centres and 
other authorities 

Development of imple-
mentation procedures 

Pilot projects in the mu-
nicipalities of Roskilde, 
Copenhagen, Sønder-
borg, Vejle and Horsens 

Setting up local NW 
teams 

Impact evaluation and 
qualitative implementa-
tion evaluation 

Development of a busi-
ness model and govern-
ance structure 

Construction of a na-
tional platform and es-
tablishment of inter-mu-
nicipality cooperation 

Broadening implemen-
tation to more munici-
palities  

In-depth interviews were carried out with twenty young adults in the first, explor-
atory phase. Their perceptions and experiences of the employment system were 
condensed into five main insights: 

1. That attempts were made to prepare the young adults for work in an “abstract” 
sense, often without providing any realistic impression of what it means to be in 
work. 

2. That the young adults had fragmented, disjointed experiences of employment 
activities. And when they failed in these, they fell even further behind their con-
temporaries.  

3. That the young adults lacked the support of any positive network; in their inter-
actions with municipalities, they were simply lumped together with other peo-
ple of the same age and in the same vulnerable situation.  

4. That the young adults found that they were offered no real choices. 

5. That the young adults found great emphasis being placed on their entering a 
course of education or starting employment, but little interest shown in helping 
them to remain in work or education. 

Click here to read the Research and Concepts report. 

Click here to read the Profiles report. 

2015-16 2017-2021 2019-

Prototyping Service design Piloting and  
evaluation

Consolidation  
and scaling

Insights obtained from the young adults involved, and their experiences  
of the Danish employment system
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I vores kvalitative arbejde undersøger vi 

"

NExTWORK is based on three princi-
ples that focus on developing par-
ticipants’ work identities, building 

up relationships and networks in a many-
to-many approach, and generating a shift 
in power by putting the capacity to make 
decisions in the hands of the young adults. 
These principles guide the implementation 
of the programme: by promoting partici-
pants’ sense of work identity through work 
experience, by providing the opportunity 
for them to build up relationships within 
relevant networks, and by always encour-
aging them to make their own decisions 
and thus enabling them to find their own 
direction. 

The NExTWORK 
principles 
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I vores kvalitative arbejde undersøger vi 

"

No. 1. Work Identity 

NExTWORK offers its 
participants the oppor-
tunity to develop a work 
identity as a part of their 
journey towards work or 
education. Such a work 
identity is acquired both 
through actual work expe-
rience and through regular 
discussions and reflection 
with co-workers, peers and 
NExTWORK consultants. 
For young adults on the 
periphery, then, the focus 
in the programme is on de-
ciding what they want to do 
and on developing a work 
identity, and not on person-
al development. 

This principle is based on 
research and on knowledge 
concerning social capital. 

No. 2. Many to Many  

One of the distinguishing 
features of the NExTWORK 
programme is its focus 
on facilitating networks of 
young adult participants 
and participating employ-
ers. The networking ap-
proach makes it possible 
for many young adults to 
interact with many different 
employers, and for mem-
bers of the two groups to 
discover good social chem-
istry and matching inter-
ests. The emphasis here 
is on building up capacity 
within the networks of 
employers to work with and 
stimulate the young adults, 
primarily by developing 
good relationships as a part 
of internships.  

This principle is based on 
research in narratives and 
identity 

No. 3. Shift in Power  

Another area of empha-
sis in NExTWORK is on 
giving the young adult 
participants the power to 
make their own decisions 
about the path they follow 
through the programme, 
giving them the opportu-
nity to set for themselves 
goals that they find rele-
vant, and to choose the 
speed at which they pro-
gress. In practice this may, 
for example, take the form 
of participants choosing 
their own internship place-
ments on the basis of their 
interests and of social 
chemistry.  In the same way, 
participating employers are 
involved in developing and 
running their own networks, 
and have an influence on 
the programme content.  

This principle is based on 
the empowerment ap-
proach.  

The principles explained
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NExTWORK builds bridges  
between young adults and  

employers 

1. Local employers form networks 
and work together to offer intern-
ships and to help the young adults 
to realise their potential. 

2. The young adults are organised 
into network groups of six to 
eight, and the groups meet week-
ly to share experiences from their 
internships. 

3. The young adults and represent-
atives of the employers decide 
who wants to work with whom, on 
the basis of common interests and 
social chemistry. 

4. Over the course of the pro-
gramme, the young adults have 
the opportunity to change their 
internship places in order to try 
out a variety of business sectors 
and work roles. 

5. The young adults and employers 
receive consultation during the 
programme in the fora of network 
groups and one-to-one conversa-
tions. 

As its name suggests, NExTWORK is 
a network-based scheme in which 
groups of young adults and groups 

of employers link up. The young adults are 
organised into small groups of six to eight. 
They attend weekly meetings where the fo-
cus is on learning from each other’s expe-
riences in the workplace, giving each other 
support, and discussing topics which are 
primarily work-related. 

The participants choose their internship 
placements from among those offered by 
the various employers in the network, and 
over the course of the programme they 
have the opportunity to switch to an in-
ternship with a different employer and thus 
to try out various sectors and work roles. 
Through this practical work experience, the 
young participants have the opportunity to 
develop their personal and social skills and 
to chart a course towards education or em-
ployment. 

The employers and young adults who 
participate in NExTWORK are supported 
by a team of specialists who facilitate the 
networks, provide support and serve as a 
sounding-board for both the young adults 
and the employers throughout the pro-
gramme.  

The NExTWORK teams are based within 
the municipal administration structure, and 
the members are trained in the principles 
and working methods of the initiative. Sup-
port provided for the teams includes regu-
lar supervision that focuses on the applica-
tion of the NExTWORK principles. 

How is NExTWORK 
implemented? 

The progress of the young adults is evalu-
ated according to a number of parameters: 
direction, interest, persistence, robustness 
and sense of self-esteem. Progress is meas-
ured every six weeks, and the data are used 
as the basis for discussions between the 
young adults with the NExTWORK consult-
ants.
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The NExTWORK Model

Team leader NW consultant Entrepreneur Psychologist leader

A network for young adultsA local network for employers

Through one or more in-
ternships the young adults 
acquire experience, benefit 
from networking and find 

their direction.

Goals: The young adults start 
and remain in education or 

work. 

A municipality-based NExTWORK team whose members facilitate the networks  
and support the young adults and employers.
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"   A lot of the guys I got to talk 
to in the network group were in 
the same boat as me. We got to be 
really good at talking about what 
NExTWORK is all about when new 
people joined the group. And we got 
to be good at helping each other and 
helping the others, because we’d 
grown through the NExTWORK 
programme, or whatever you call 
it. We clicked really well, and we’d 
all reached much the same point in 
our lives – some a bit worse off than 
others, but we’d all more or less hit 
rock bottom and needed to build 
ourselves up again.”

/ Young adult participant, NExTWORK 

Roskilde 

"   What has been different about doing an internship through NExTWORK 
compared with other places I’ve been is that there has been a lot more fol-
low-up – about my internship, and how it is going. They ask about how the 
internship is going, and have meetings with the people who are responsible for 
me out in the internship company, and do follow-up reports, and things like 
that. I think it’s great compared with the usual approach of ‘Now we’re sending 
you off to an internship for three months, and we’ll see you again when it’s 
over.”

/ Young adult participant, NExTWORK Copenhagen  

"   When it was time to start choo-
sing internship places, we were 
given some options, and then the 
employers came to us.  That was 
the great thing about NExTWORK 
– we didn’t have to go to them, they 
came to us. We sat at some tables, 
and they came round and took turns 
to tell us about their businesses. 
Then we had the chance to ask ques-
tions. It was all done a bit like a 
game. Instead of just sitting there as 
an inexperienced person not know-
ing what to ask or what you really 
wanted, you could just draw a card 
read the question off it. That was a 
really easy way to get a conversati-
on going.” 

/ Young adult participant, NExTWORK 
Roskilde  

The network group provides a 
community 

Internship follow-up 

The participants choose their 
internship places 
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Y
O

U

NG ADULTS 

EM
PLOYERS

A journey through NExTWORK 

Young adults  
are enrolled in  
NExTWORK

Employers join the 
network 

Young adult partici-
pants and represent-
atives of employers 

meet to discuss 
internship opportu-

nities.

Young adult partici-
pants and represent-
atives of employers 

meet to discuss 
internship opportu-

nities. 

The young adults 
choose internship 

placements

Employers tele-
phone the young 
adults and invite 

them to take up an 
internship 

The young adults 
start on three-month 

internships with 
individually planned 

programmes 

The employers 
facilitate and 

support the young 
adults’ stay at their 

workplace 

While on their in-
ternships, the young 

adults participate 
in weekly network 

meetings 

Employers  
participate in 

network group 
meetings 

Extend the  
internship 

Begin a new  
internship 

Begin a course of 
education or a job

Extend the  
internship 

Start a new  
internship 

Temporarily sus-
pend participation 

in NExTWORK 
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Who is NExTWORK for? 

The target group is made up of young 
adults aged 18 to 29 who have been 
categorised by the local authority job 

centre as either ‘ready for activities’ or ‘ready 
for education’. Those categorised as ready for 
activities need substantial and long term sup-
port before starting on a course of education 
or getting a job, whereas those ready for edu-
cation are assessed as being able to start ed-
ucation or work within 12 months. The young 
participants in NExTWORK usually have little, 
if any, education beyond obligatory schooling, 
and have often started but failed to complete 
a number of courses. 

The participants’ backgrounds and life circum-
stances vary considerably. Some come from 
unstable family backgrounds, others are psy-
chologically vulnerable, or just lonely; some 
have histories of substance or alcohol abuse, 
and a few have criminal records. 

The NExTWORK target group 
is made up of young adults 
who are assessed as being 
able to enter employment ac-
tivation programmes or cours-
es of education, and who are 
in receipt of social benefits.
 
In Denmark in 2018 there were 
over 27,500 such young peo-
ple who were assessed as be-
ing ‘ready for education’ and 
over 27,800 who were consid-
ered ‘ready for activities’. 

2016

2016

31,094

892,510 908,135

28,610 27,517

919,399

27,82528,40630,220

2018

2018

2017

2017

Table 1: Numbers of recipients of study grants  
and of people in the population aged 18 to 29

Source: jobindsats.dk

Source: Statistics Denmark. 

Note: The number of people considered ‘ready for education’ refers 
to those who need some preparation to do so, i.e. it excludes those 
who are ready to enter a course of education immediately. 

Note: Population counts are for 1 January in the years concerned. 

Social benefits recipients

Ready for education

Ready for activities

Aged 18-29 in total
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"   The really big difference is that we try to turn 
the normal procedures of the job centre upside- 
down. That we genuinely give the young adults the 
power to plan for their own futures. That the focus 
of our discussions with them is their work identi-
ty, developed through work itself, but also through 
education. When we strive in all that we do to di-
stance ourselves from one-to-one interactions and 
apply a many-to-many approach instead. When 
we ensure that the young adults know for certain 
that WE believe they can do it, and KEEP BELIE-
VING in them, even if they themselves sometimes 
lose faith in their own abilities.” 

/ Lotte Bjerregaard, Team leader, NExTWORK Vejle  

What NExTWORK does differently 

Who are our development 
partners? 

NExTWORK is being developed in 
collaboration with young adults, 
employers and local authorities. 

The first version of the programme was de-
veloped and trialled in partnership with the 
municipalities of Roskilde and Copenha-
gen. The municipalities have been closely 
involved from the initial phases of the pro-
ject covering the study of the problem and 
the drafting of a proposed intervention 
through to the implementation and evalu-
ation of the programme. In particular, the 
municipal personnel working in the job cen-
tres have played an active and significant 
role in the development of NExTWORK. 

The insights and experiences of the young 
adults have been taken into account right 
from the start of the development of NEx-
TWORK in exploring the problem and 
drafting a proposed intervention, and 
there has been close interaction with them 
concerning the content of the programme. 
The participating employers have been 
closely involved in the development work 
as well, and they have similarly influenced 
the content of the programme. The sub-
sequent trialling and implementation of 
NExTWORK has likewise been carried out 
in collaboration with the primary users, and 
the programme continues to be influenced 
by the young adults and the employers, 
which ensures that it remains relevant in 
terms of their needs. 

13



The NExTWORK programme is munic-
ipality-based, and is currently being 
implemented in the municipalities of 

Roskilde, Copenhagen, Sønderborg, Vejle 
and Horsens in pilot projects lasting two to 
three years. 

A team of project personnel are employed 
in each municipality to facilitate the net-
works of young adults and employers on 
the basis of the three core principles, and 
to support the participants on their jour-
ney towards education and employment 
(see the NExTWORK model on page 9). 
Physically, NExTWORK is located in prem-
ises away from the Job Centre, so that the 
NExTWORK team and the young adult 
participants can create their own shared 
space for development. 

Where is NExTWORK 
implemented? 

SØNDERBORG

HORSENS

VEJLE ROSKILDE

COPENHAGEN

NExTWORK
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How many young adults and 
employers are participating 
in NExTWORK? 

The municipal NExTWORK pro-
grammes each have an enrolment 
of 40-50 young adults at any given 

time. The average duration of participation 
in the programme is six to seven months, 
so that there are currently at least 300 
young adults annually participating in NEx-
TWORK in the five municipalities where the 
programme is implemented at present. 

At least 50 employers participate in the in-
itiative in each municipality. With participa-
tion by a total of more than 250 companies 
across the five municipalities the network 
spans a wide range of private and public 
sector employers. 

By mid-August 2019, a total of 545 young adults had been offered the opportunity to 
participate in NExTWORK in Roskilde, Copenhagen, Sønderborg, Horsens or Vejle. 

All these young adults were receiving social benefits. In Copenhagen all the partic-
ipants were regarded as ‘ready for activities’, while in the other municipalities the 
proportions varied between 13 and 28 percent. 

15

179

0

63

34

43

319

69

125

15

5

12

226

72%

0%

81%

87%

78%

59%

28%

100%

19%

13%

22%

41%

248

125

78

39

55

545

Table 2: Number of recipients of social benefits offered the opportunity  
to participate in NExTWORK

Source: NExTWORK random allocation data accessed 13 August 2019

Ready for education Ready for activities Total

Number NumberProportion Proportion

Roskilde 

Copenhagen

Sønderborg 

Horsens 

Vejle 

Total 



"    One big advantage of having 
been in NExTWORK is that I’m able 
to move on now. That I’m able to do 
something new – to start a course 
at college. That’s real progress, I 
think. I’m enjoying my internship, 
but I’m looking forward to going on 
to get an education. I really want to 
move on.” 

/ Young adult participant in NExTWORK 
Roskilde 

"   I’m quite sure there’s a lot of 
flexibility at the companies NExT-
WORK works with. These emplo-
yers are very aware of what kinds 
of people are enrolled on the NExT-
WORK programme. They’re people 
who are facing some difficulties, but 
who want to get on in life.” 

/ Young adult participant in NExTWORK 
Copenhagen 

What the young adults say 

What the young adults say 
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"   Our mission is to create a 
strong local network for employers, 
so that we can work together to 
take care of the young adults, who 
otherwise risk falling by the waysi-
de and ending up with no education 
and cut off from the labour market.  
Our role in the network is to offer 
internships and to help the young 
adults develop through building up 
experience of working life.” 

/ Morten Andersen, Manager, Åvang Byg 
& Anlæg

"  This group of young adults pos-
sesses so many resources, and it 
can be easy to forget this. They just 
need the right support and the right 
conditions!”  

/ Hanne Andersen, Reception manager, 
Comwell Roskilde  

What the employers sayWhat the employers say
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Hypotheses: NExTWORK will, on average 

Evaluation of   
NExTWORK 

We have only limited knowledge 
of what “works” in active em-
ployment programmes. One of 

the purposes of developing, trialling and 
implementing NExTWORK is to contribute 
new knowledge in this field. Consequently, 
a randomised controlled trial is being car-
ried out in order to obtain firm evidence 
of the impact of NExTWORK. Young adults 
who fall within the target group for NEx-
TWORK are allocated at random to either 
an intervention or a control group. 

In practice, this means that every time a 
case worker in the job centre has to deal 
with a young adult who falls within the tar-
get group for NExTWORK, the case worker 
enters this person’s data into a “randomis-
ing machine” which determines whether 
the person in question should be offered 
NExTWORK or allocated to the control 
group, and consequently offered place-
ment in one of the job centre’s  other em-
ployment programmes. The impact evalua-
tion will be conducted by researchers from 
the Institute for Fiscal Studies, London, and 
it is expected that the first results will be 
ready in the first half of 2022. 

State benefits  reduce the proportion of participating young adults who receive social benefits 
 reduce the period of time for which participating young adults receive social benefits 

Education  have a positive effect on course completion rates for participating young adults 

Employment  have a positive effect on the proportion of participating young adults who find work 
 have a positive effect on how long participating young adults remain in employment  
 have a positive effect on the weekly income of participating young adults

Criminality  reduce the proportion of participating young adults who commit crimes 

Table 3: NExTWORK research hypotheses 
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The number of young people who are of-
fered the opportunity to participate in 
NExTWORK has a decisive effect on how 
accurately the impact of NExTWORK can 
be measured. NExTWORK will have to be 
offered to at least 900 young adults before 
the sample is sufficiently large to give the 
statistical reliability needed to determine 
whether NExTWORK has had the desired 
effect on social benefits. However, to see 
the effect of NExTWORK on other param-
eters such as education, employment and 
criminality, the programme must be offered 
to around 1,200 young adults. At present, 
545 recipients of study grants in the five 

NExTWORK municipalities have been ran-
domly selected for NExTWORK, while 598 
young adults have been randomly allocat-
ed to the control group (see Table 4). In 
addition to the quantitative impact evalu-
ation, Rambøll is conducting an ongoing 
qualitative evaluation of the intervention 
in which data are collected and experienc-
es collated concerning the application of 
the core elements and principles of the 
scheme. The qualitative evaluation focuses 
on, for example, how and why programme 
elements and principles affect the young 
adult participants.  

498

301

156

77

111

1,143

250

176

78

38

56

598

248

125

78

39

55

545

Table 4: Numbers of recipients of social benefits allocated 
at random to the NExTWORK and the control groups

Source: NExTWORK random allocation data accessed on  
13 August 2019

Randomly allocated young adults  
receiving social benefits

Total Control NExTWORK
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Roskilde

Copenhagen

Sønderborg

Horsens

Vejle

Total 
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Consolidation and scaling 
NExTWORK 

With the spread of NExTWORK 
to five municipalities, an initia-
tive has been taken to build up 

a municipal network in which the NEx-
TWORK teams can meet and exchange 
experiences, develop best practice and 
build up relationships. The municipalities 
have expressed a wish to learn from each 
other and to form a community of practice. 
At the same time, the basis is being creat-
ed for a platform that will not only anchor 
the programme firmly within the current-
ly participating municipalities but also, in 
the long term, facilitate the expansion of 
NExTWORK to more municipalities, young 
adults and employers. 

In parallel with the documentation of the 
impact of the programme and the strength-
ening of the implementation process, the 
next phases will see additional work on 
consolidating and scaling NExTWORK. 
This work will critically address a number of 
questions, including the following: 

• How much responsibility are municipali-
ties willing to take on in the organisation 
and financing of an inter-municipality 
community of practice? 

• To what extent are the existing municipal 
NExTWORK teams able to participate in 
the onboarding and start-up of the pro-
gramme in additional municipalities? 

• What need is there for a central organ-
isation that can both facilitate the con-
tinuous development of the NExTWORK 
approach and methods and ensure the 
quality of the implementations and their 
fidelity to the core principles? 

• What possible sources of financing exist 
that can be used to ensure an economi-
cally viable scaling of NExTWORK? 

• Does NExTWORK have the potential to 
bring about systemic changes for other 
target groups in the employment system 
and elsewhere in the public sector? 



21

The RFI model 

The pilot implementation of NEx-
TWORK has been staggered, with 
start-up in the Municipality of Roskil-
de as far back as 2017, and the most 
recent implementations in the munic-
ipalities of Vejle and Horsens com-
mencing in the spring of 2019. This 
means that the piloting and evalu-
ation phase will continue until 2021, 
and that the first results of the impact 
evaluation are expected in early 2022. 

At the same time, work has begun on 
the scaling phase, with preliminary 
studies being conducted of devel-
opment trends that may support the 
spread of NExTWORK, of mechanisms 
for financing the implementation of 
NExTWORK, and of the organisational 
structures which are necessary for the 
deployment and scaling of the pro-
gramme within Danish municipalities. 
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Contact the ROCKWOOL Foundation Interventions Unit

Partners

Contact information. List 
of  partner organisations 

The Danish version of this text was completed on 13 September 2019.

The programme leader, Annemette Krabbe, can be contacted by email at  
amk@rfintervention.dk and by telephone on +45 31 72 94 37. 

https://www.rockwoolfonden.dk/en/projects/nextwork/
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