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Introduction 

The current background project report has been prepared to support the design of 

the project proposal “Inclusive Online Eco-systemic Youth Coaching” (I.YOU 

project) under Erasmus+ Programme, Cooperation Partnerships to be submitted at 

BIJ. 

The report has been developed by a member of the project consortium (Lachezar 

Afrikanov), who is academic lecturer in the field of pedagogical sciences and has 

rich experience in producing desk research reports at high level. Furthermore, he 

has been involved in all key youth focussed projects of the Bulgarian partner to the 

project, which form part of the rationale for current proposal.  

The main objective of current exercise was to collect country and EU level 

information in support of the main direction of the project and evidence the need 

for cooperation in developing an online tool (software) based on coaching to be 

used by youth workers for enhancing their own wellbeing, but also the wellbeing 

of the young persons they interact with.  

The report steps on strong feedback from project partners from Belgium, Iceland 

and Bulgaria.  

The report has two distinctive scopes: 

- Country level, which will explore the current baseline level in partner institutions 

and their national contexts in the field of youth mental wellbeing as a result of 

COVID-19.  
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- EU level, which will explore the current state-of-the-art in the field of youth work, 

the concrete trends and priorities set for this area.  

The chapters on findings are presented in the form of outline of key quotes 

identified in wide range of sources that provide relevant information. 

The chapter on main conclusions is a synthesis of main insights, which can be used 

to inform project’s proposal writing process.   
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Country level findings 

Belgium 

According to Queen Mathilde, cited in a recent UNICEF report: “The COVID-19 

pandemic has highlighted some factors that put our mental health at risk: isolation, 

family tensions, loss of income. Too often, it is children and young people who bear 

the brunt of these. We need to invest time, effort and commitment in 

strengthening and improving our health and social systems to ensure that every 

child has access to mental well-being and a happy childhood."1  

Survey on how students are coping with COVID-192 crisis has been carried out 

recently online by psychologists from UCLouvain, ULB and ULiège brought together 

25,000 students. This is the first survey to bring together such a large proportion of 

the student population (Universities, High Schools, Higher Institutes of the Arts) in 

Belgium, i.e. more than 10% of all students. It showed high rates of overt symptoms 

of anxiety (50%) and depression (55%) clearly highlighting the psychological 

difficulties that young persons’ face. The results also show a feeling of isolation, 

loneliness, and a lack of social contacts among students. Among the emotional 

states felt, a high level of anger is very present. A large number report suffering 

from sleep and appetite disorders. A loss of hope for the future is also strongly 

present. 

 
1 https://www.unicef.be/fr/news/la-sante-mentale-des-enfants-europeens-saggrave  
2 https://actus.ulb.be/fr/actus/recherche/limpact-de-la-crise-sur-les-etudiant%C2%B7es-des-donnees-
pour-avancer  
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Loneliness, fear of the coronavirus, depression: the happiness of Belgians is 

decreasing according to a survey by the University of Ghent. 78% in the 18-34 age 

category of Belgians feel alone as a result of the Covid isolation.  And a person who 

feels alone is 48% more likely to be unhappy in times of crisis3. 

A recent joint position of the Youth Forum representing Wallonia-Brussels 

Federation and the Francophone Student Committee raised key observations and 

questions for policy-makers: 

 It seems that schools are adapting in dispersed order: some cancel, others 

adapt, others maintain. Isn't there a risk of inequality between students, a risk 

reinforced by a new recourse to hybridization which we know always highlights 

the digital divide? Finally, do these measures not risk, once again, stigmatizing 

a generation?  

 To obtain the positive support of young people for measures that concern them, 

and even more so when these are restrictive, three criteria must be met: real 

participation, solid and appropriate information and appropriate 

communication.  

Youth policy is a competence of the (three) Communities in Belgium4 which are 

federate entities in Belgium related to the language spoken on different parts of 

the territory.  Youth policies are multiple and are not coordinated. For example, 

there isn’t one univocal definition of youth in the French-speaking Community, as 

 
3 https://www.rtbf.be/article/solitude-peur-du-coronavirus-deprime-le-bonheur-des-belges-diminue-selon-une-
enquete-de-l-universite-de-gand-10680207  
4 https://national-policies.eacea.ec.europa.eu/youthwiki/chapters/belgium-french-community/overview  
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in Belgium. For example, policies defined at the Community level do not always 

target the same audience: the Youth Organizations (“organisations de jeunesse”) 

concern young people below 30 years old, the Afterschool classes (“écoles de 

devoirs”) are dedicated for children aged between 6 and 18 years old (15 years old 

to obtain grants), etc. 
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Iceland 

No national youth strategy exists in Iceland. This has hindered work with youth, 

particularly those over 18 years as the law does not consider education, labour 

market participation and general health and wellbeing. The importance of creating 

a national strategy for youth iterated for example by the Office of the Ombudsman 

for Children in Iceland, who in an open letter in 20185 urged the importance of 

creating a clear strategy that considers youth affairs from a wider perspective, such 

as education, job marked participation and wellbeing. A draft of a strategy was 

developed by the Youth Council in 2014 for the years 2014-2018. The strategy had 

a very narrow perspective pertaining to operations of Youth Councils and was never 

fully put into action.  

Afterwards, the Ministry formed a committee to outline a course of action based 

on the policy draft. This is an ongoing work by the ministry. Iceland has traditionally 

had among the lowest percentage of young people neither in employment or in 

some form of education or training. According to latest Eurostat data6, 8.3 % of 

people aged 15 – 34 were not involved in employment or training or education in 

2020 (up from 4,5% in 2017), compared to 15 % in the EU (up from 14.7%). While 

the numbers are on the rise the numbers are still low in Iceland in comparison to 

EU-member states.  

The Icelandic Centre for Social Research and Analysis (ICSRA)7 was founded in 1999 

in collaboration with the Ministry of Education and municipalities throughout 

 
5 https://www.barn.is/frettir/stefna-i-malefnum-ungmenna-bref-til-menntamalaraduneytisins/english  
6 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/edat_lfse_20/default/table?lang=en  
7 http://preventionhub.org/en/who-is-who/icsra-icelandic-centre-social-research-and-analysis  
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Iceland and conducts youth research via the Ministry‘s initiative. Since 2000, ICSRA 

has conducted a national program of surveys, Youth in Iceland which consists of 

extensive data collection and information on family and adolescent welfare. The 

national program was designed to inform the need for population-wide primary-

prevention through research with the goal to stop and reverse observed increases 

in adolescent substance use.  

Already in 2013 ICSRA surveys among upper secondary school students (16-20 

years) show that young people evaluate their mental health poorer than before, 

showing symptoms of anxiety, depression and loneliness. This trend has been on 

the rise and an article in Lancet published in June 2021 based partly on the Icelandic 

ISCRA model, “Depressive symptoms, mental wellbeing, and substance use among 

adolescents before and during the COVID-19 pandemic in Iceland: a longitudinal, 

population-based study” confirms this8. The study investigated the effect of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on mental health and substance use during the sensitive 

developmental stage of adolescence. An increase in depressive symptoms and 

worsened mental wellbeing were observed across all age groups during the 

pandemic compared with same-aged peers before COVID-19. These outcomes were 

significantly worse in adolescent girls compared with boys. The results suggest that 

COVID-19 has significantly impaired adolescent mental health.  

UNICEF´s 2021 Report Card “Worlds of Influence - Understanding what shapes child 

well-being in rich countries”9 reveals children’s experiences and feelings of well-

 
8 https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(21)00156-5  
9 https://www.unicef-irc.org/child-well-being-report-card-16  
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being against the backdrop of their country’s policies and social, educational, 

economic and environmental contexts and ranks countries on both the outcomes 

and conditions for child well-being (mental well-being, physical health, and skills).  

Whereas The Netherlands, Denmark and Norway top the list, Iceland is in the 24th 

place out of 41 countries. Overall, Iceland has good conditions for children to grow 

up in and scores high where resources are available, including in social health and 

the environment. Relative poverty among children is one of the lowest, access to 

clean water and vaccinations is among the best and children's life satisfaction is 

well above average, with Iceland in ninth place. On the other hand, success in 

ensuring social skills, basic reading and math skills, physical health and mental 

health of children is only moderate. In regards to mental health, the report covers 

WHO data showing that suicide among 15–19-year-olds is among the highest in 

Iceland in comparison with the other countries or 9.7%. Following the publication, 

The Ombudsman for Children, several NGO´s and those who work with young 

people joined hands in addressing the importance of concrete actions on behalf of 

the government. 

Representatives from Gedhjalp, an NGO working with people with mental health 

problems and supporting them in getting back into school or work, already in 

March 202110, wrote an article in a national newspaper reiterates important steps 

to prioritize mental health in Icelandic society, particularly among young people, 

due to the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. In their opinion among the 

most important steps are the following:  

 
10 https://www.visir.is/g/20212091563d/ged-heilsa-is-lendinga  
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 Great increase in support and education for parents 

 Start subsidizing psychological services 

 Make mental health a part of the National Curriculum Guide for Compulsory 

Schools 
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Bulgaria 

Recent research on the impact of COVID-19 on adolescence in Bulgaria presented 

worrying findings11. The research was conducted by National Management School, 

partner to current I.YOU project. The overall impact of the pandemic is assessed as 

very negative or negative by 36% of young persons participated in the assessment. 

12% report poor physical health, and 39% report damage (negative effects) on their 

mental health. Girls report a more negative impact on their physical and mental 

health as well as lower subjective well-being compared to boys. Young people who 

rated their success as lower reported poorer mental health, lower subjective well-

being, and a greater negative overall impact of the pandemic compared to children 

for whom performance is increased or unchanged. 

The most expressed symptoms of stress are in the emotional and intellectual 

domains. Frequently or consistently, respondents observed themselves to be tense 

(60%), distracted (55%), lazy and unwilling to act (53%), irritable (49%), having 

trouble learning (48%), and tired (40%). 

Regarding coping strategies to deal with stress during the pandemic, respondents 

indicated that the following activities were consistently and frequently practiced: 

listening to music (87%), "chatting" with friends (81%), surfing the Internet (78%), 

watching movies (64%). 

 
11 The report will be published officially on project’s website. The data used for current report was provided by 
National Management School, since they were among the key researchers and have access to this date.  
https://www.wellbeproject.eu/  
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In terms of resources for adapting and maintaining well-being, the most valued 

were those related to social support - connection with friends (83%), sense of 

humour (71%), family support (68%), ability to find interesting things to do (64%), 

hobbies (58%), optimism and belief in the future (56%), ability to adjust quickly to 

change (54%), and will and perseverance (53%). 

The report reviewed lists the following risks in the development of young learners: 

 Deepening the experience of stress under the impact of the pandemic; 

 Disadaptation in the long term and/or remaining passive to the evolution of 

the pandemic situation and its global implications; 

 Medicalization of the young generation and modelling of unhealthy habits 

and lifestyles; 

 Deepening social crisis, regression in social skills and development of 

personal potential. 

Minimizing these risks requires intervention in the broad spectrum of psychological 

and pedagogical support to develop adolescents' mental resilience and improve 

their social interaction, actively involving and synchronizing the efforts of all 

stakeholders in the process. 

Over the next two years, the National Youth Forum of Bulgaria will focus on the 

rights of young people. Lyubomir Drenski, member of the Management Board of 

the Forum, has pointed out in a recent radio interview (23.02.2022)12 that an 

 
12 https://bnr.bg/en/post/101605666/rights-of-young-people-in-bulgaria-are-among-the-priorities-of-national-
youth-forum?page_1_4=18522  
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analysis of the environment and the state of youth rights in Bulgaria has been 

planned and a map for guaranteeing the rights of youth is to be prepared. The 

forum unites 46 youth organizations from the country and the National Youth 

Forum is a full member of the European Youth Forum, as well as an active partner 

of national and European institutions in the implementation of youth policies. 

There will be work on partnerships with businesses to support young people in 

improving their skills. According to Miroslav Tsekov, chairman of the Board of the 

National Youth Forum in the same radio interview another problem to be 

addressed is the problem of the transition between education and employment, 

which often prevents young people from finding a job. The position of National 

Youth Forum suggests strong movement in initiative that support young persons 

employability and active participation, which is an underlining motivation of the 

I.YOU project, calling for empowerment through online coaching.  
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EU level findings 

A July 2020 European Parliament resolution recognises mental health as a 

fundamental human right, calling for a 2021-2027 EU action plan on mental health. 

Members of the European Parliament have also called on the Commission to put 

mental health at the heart of EU policymaking. Stakeholders broadly rally around 

calls for programmes and funding to improve citizens' mental health, not least to 

respond to the pandemic's long-term implications13. 

While negative mental health consequences affect all ages, young people have 

been found to be at high risk of developing poor mental health. Specific groups 

have been particularly hard hit, including health and care workers, people with pre-

existing mental health problems, and women. The pandemic has also appeared to 

increase inequalities in mental health, both within the population and between 

social groups. 

Recent UNICEF report14 reveals that 19% of European boys aged 15-19 suffer from 

mental disorders, followed by more than 16% of girls of the same age. Nine million 

adolescents in Europe (aged 10-19) live with mental disorders. In more than half of 

the cases, they are fuelled by anxiety and depression. The report  alerts all 

European capitals and provides both worrying data on the stress that young people 

experience but also clear recommendations for governments across Europe and 

the institutions of the European Union. 

 
13 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/696164/EPRS_BRI(2021)696164_EN.pdf  
14 https://www.unicef.be/fr/news/la-sante-mentale-des-enfants-europeens-saggrave  
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According to a recent report of the European Youth Forum (2021) the effects on 

young people from the pandemic will last well beyond it15. The three areas of 

educational loss, economic loss and poor mental health now form a long-term 

‘pandemic scar’ on young people. Whilst the pandemic has been challenging for all, 

compared to many other social groups, young people have been disproportionately 

impacted upon by it. The closure of educational institutions, and economic 

consequences of the pandemic have already had a substantial impact on young 

people’s lives.  

The overall impact of the pandemic on young people’s social and economic rights 

has also contributed to widespread issues in young people’s mental health and 

wellbeing. The results identify that nearly two-thirds of young people in Europe may 

now be affected by depression or anxiety. 

To reduce the long-term consequences for young people of the pandemic  the 

report proposes several measures for policymakers, which are in direct alignment 

with the main intention behind I.YOU project concept. These are: 

 Improve the quality and accessibility of digital tools used within remote and 

digital education and provide additional catch-up support for those who have 

lost learning through the pandemic. Improving successful transition from 

education to employment is imperative, particularly for those leaving education 

in the coming years. 

 
15 https://www.youthforum.org/files/European20Youth20Forum20Report20v1.2.pdf  
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 Increase access to mental health and wellbeing support for young people. The 

support needs to recognise the link between socio-economic factors and mental 

health, by providing a nonmedical safety net and first point of access. This 

should be delivered through a range of settings such as schools, non-formal 

education providers, youth organisations and online.  

The importance of digital competences has been magnified in current times. For 

many young people life is fundamentally digital, while some of them are on the 

other side of the digital divide. However, digital youth work has a lot to offer for all. 

Digitality is a convenient tool, an appealing activity and important content in youth 

work16. 

Digitalisation of youth work has often been understood as the use of social media. 

However, new digital technologies are emerging rapidly. Artificial intelligence, 

virtual reality, robotics and block-chain technology, inter alia, are affecting our 

societies beyond the sphere of communication. Not only basic digital competencies 

are required, but also specific digital competencies enhancing the employability of 

young people are important. Youth work should be able to address the challenges 

of convergence between the digital and physical environments and benefit from 

the opportunities offered by the digital transformation, while at the same time 

facing challenges in regard to services17. 

  

 
16 https://www.oph.fi/en/education-development-and-internationalisation/long-term-cooperation-
projects/digital-youth-work  
17 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-13935-2019-INIT/en/pdf  
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Main conclusions  

The background report has managed to provide a snapshot of both EU dimension 

and national dimensions represented by I.YOU partnership. The key conclusions 

based on conducted research, combining literature review, analysis of information 

provided by partners and review of similar projects, can be summarised as follows: 

 There are very serious indications that mental wellbeing of young persons in 

partner countries and beyond is endangered by the consequences of COVID-19 

pandemic. Some of the negative effects young persons are experiencing are 

linked to their motivation of learning and development. 

 There are efforts on policy level to mitigate these negative effects. Still, more 

concrete measures are needed in order to provide solutions that are tailored to 

the needs of young persons.  

 There is a need to improve the quality and accessibility of digital tools used 

within remote and digital education and provide additional catch-up support for 

those who have lost learning through the pandemic. 

 There is a need to increase access to mental health and wellbeing support for 

young people. This should be delivered through a range of settings such as 

schools, non-formal education providers, youth organisations and online.  

While writing current report, the war in Ukraine started, leading to flows of 

refugees from Ukraine to countries across Europe. Numerous youth Ukrainians 

(mainly, female) finding refuge (including in partner countries like Bulgaria and 

Belgium), are facing unprecedented challenge of total insecurity for their future. 
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The crisis in Ukraine and its socio-economic consequences will impact in long term 

perspective lives of our own youth populations. Unfortunately, we expect strong 

negative impact on their already destabilised mental wellbeing, which calls for easy 

to use and practical tools.  

The I.YOU project should take into consideration this new development and adapt 

to the unprecedented crisis, including to increasing the language accessibility of the 

tool to be developed.   
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