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SUMMARY

This study examines life satisfaction and future expectations among young NEETs (Not 
in Education, Employment, or Training) in Italy using a mixed-method approach. Based 
on a sample of 930 individuals aged 25-29, the research explores both the hedonic and eu-
daimonic dimensions of well-being. Study 1 employs a binary logit model to analyze the 
impact of socio-demographic factors, self-efficacy, and trauma-related symptoms (TSC) 
on life satisfaction. Findings indicate higher life satisfaction among women, caregiv-
ers, individuals with higher education, and those from southern regions. Additionally, 
self-efficacy positively influences well-being, whereas trauma-related symptoms have a 
negative effect. Study 2 utilizes text mining techniques to examine NEETs’ aspirations, 
revealing a predominant focus on employment, stability, and family. Gender and regional 
disparities underscore the need for targeted policy interventions to address psychological 
and socio-economic barriers. This research highlights the importance of integrated strat-
egies to enhance NEETs’ life satisfaction and future outlook.
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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

1.1. Introduction

The NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) phenomenon in Italy 
presents a complex socio-economic challenge, deeply influenced by regional 
disparities, gender differences, and the rural-urban divide. Beyond economic 
implications, being NEET significantly affects subjective well-being, which 
can be understood through two key dimensions: hedonic well-being, linked 
to life satisfaction and emotional states, and eudaimonic well-being, centered 
on personal growth, autonomy, and purpose in life. While existing research 
has largely focused on structural barriers, the role of Public Employment 
Services (PES) in shaping NEETs’ well-being remains underexplored. PES 
play a crucial role in bridging the gap between disengagement and labor mar-
ket participation by offering job-matching services, vocational training, and 
career counseling. However, their effectiveness varies across regions, influ-
encing NEETs’ life satisfaction and future aspirations in different ways. This 
study examines how different structural and psychological elements intersect, 
adopting a mixed-method approach to provide a more nuanced understanding 
of NEETs’ experiences and the factors shaping their well-being and outlook 
on the future.

1.2. The NEETs phenomenon in Italy 

The NEET phenomenon has emerged as a critical social issue in Italy, where 
a substantial proportion of young people remain detached from the educa-
tional system and labour market. This disconnection, which affects roughly 
20% of individuals aged 15 to 29, has significant long-term socio-economic 
consequences, placing Italy among the European countries with the highest 
NEET rates (ISTAT, 2024; Ellena et al., 2023; Mussida et al., 2021). The 
issue has drawn increasing attention from researchers and policymakers, par-
ticularly in light of the economic challenges posed by the financial crisis and 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which have amplified vulnerabilities within this 
demographic (Petrescu et al., 2022). Regional disparities play a central role in 
the prevalence of NEETs, with southern Italy exhibiting considerably higher 
rates compared to other regions. These differences are closely tied to lower 
levels of economic development, limited employment opportunities, and re-
duced access to quality education in the South (Quintano et al., 2018; Amen-
dola, 2022). The economic crisis has further entrenched these inequalities, 
intensifying the already precarious conditions for young people in these areas 
(Odoardi & Liberatore, 2021). Gender disparities also significantly shape the 
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NEET phenomenon in Italy. Young women, particularly in southern regions, 
are disproportionately affected due to cultural norms and expectations that 
prioritise caregiving and family responsibilities over professional aspirations. 
Many young women in this category remain inactive due to motherhood or 
caregiving duties, which limit their ability to participate in the labour market 
(Amendola, 2022). These gendered dynamics perpetuate NEET conditions, 
reinforcing systemic barriers to women’s economic and social engagement. 
The rural-urban divide adds another layer of complexity to the NEET issue. 
Rural areas exhibit higher NEET rates than urban centers, primarily due to 
limited access to education, employment opportunities, and critical infra-
structure (Simões et al., 2021a; Petrescu et al., 2023). Young people in rural 
regions face additional barriers such as transportation difficulties, scarce lo-
cal job opportunities, and heightened social isolation, which exacerbate their 
disengagement from education and work (Ellena et al., 2021). Furthermore, 
the lack of support services in these areas underscores the need for tailored 
interventions to address the unique challenges faced by rural NEETs. Com-
munity-based projects that foster social inclusion and offer sustainable solu-
tions are essential to improving the quality of life for this group (Ferreira et 
al., 2024). A comprehensive understanding of the socio-economic context of 
NEETs is crucial for identifying the factors contributing to their marginalisa-
tion. While economic drivers such as the recession and declining job quality 
play a central role, the NEET phenomenon is equally influenced by social 
determinants, including family background (Alfieri et al., 2015), social net-
works (Bolibar et al., 2019), and local labour market conditions (De Luca et 
al., 2019). The interplay of these factors highlights the urgent need for target-
ed policy interventions that address both the structural economic challeng-
es and the social barriers underlying the NEET crisis (Mussida et al., 2021; 
Odoardi & Liberatore, 2021).

1.3. The well-being of NEETs: exploring hedonic and eudaimonic 
dimensions

Before the specific challenges encountered by NEET individuals are explored, 
the conceptualisation of well-being must be clarified. Given the various defi-
nitions – each necessitating its own indicators and measurement tools – two 
overarching dimensions were selected for this study: hedonic and eudaimon-
ic. Hedonic well-being revolves around life satisfaction, happiness, and the 
experience of positive emotions (Diener & Lucas, 1999). These elements 
can be influenced by personality factors – such as optimism and self-effica-
cy – and by the quality of social relationships (Cummins, 2000; Antonelli, 
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2007). By contrast, eudaimonic well-being emphasises the fulfilment of hu-
man potential through meaningful interactions with one’s environment (Ryan 
& Deci, 2001). This approach, advanced by theorists like Carol Ryff (1995), 
highlights autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, positive rela-
tionships, purpose in life, and self-acceptance as core components of psycho-
logical well-being. While hedonic well-being primarily reflects the pursuit of 
personal satisfaction, eudaimonic well-being centers on processes of self-re-
alisation and growth, particularly in social contexts (Delle Fave, 2007). Plac-
ing NEETs’ psychological characteristics within these frameworks reveals 
how both hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions are affected by disengagement 
from education and employment. On the hedonic side, prolonged stress, anx-
iety and depression – often linked to stigma and social isolation – undermine 
positive emotions and overall life satisfaction (Parola et al., 2023; Buckman 
et al., 2021; Ellena et al., 2023). Low self-esteem further disrupts the capacity 
for immediate well-being, leaving NEET individuals vulnerable to hopeless-
ness and alienation (Youmans et al., 2023). From a eudaimonic perspective, 
the lack of meaningful goals, reduced sense of autonomy, and inadequate so-
cial support impede personal growth and the pursuit of purpose in life. Dif-
ficulties in time management (Gaspani, 2018) and navigating educational or 
employment pathways undermine environmental mastery – a key eudaimonic 
dimension (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff, 1995). Similarly, NEET individuals 
often struggle to build positive relationships characterised by mutual trust and 
empathy, further weakening the social processes that foster a sense of shared 
purpose (Simões et al., 2021b).

1.4. PES and their role in addressing NEETs 

PES play a pivotal role in addressing the NEET phenomenon in Italy, par-
ticularly by facilitating the transition of young individuals into education and 
employment. They connect job seekers with potential employers, disseminate 
information on available positions, and provide active labour market policies 
tailored to NEET youth. As highlighted by Marzana and colleagues (2023), 
effective PES can significantly influence labour market integration for NEETs 
when considering the psychological and social dimensions of these individ-
uals’ circumstances. Outreach strategies are critical, given that many NEETs 
experience social isolation and limited participation in community activities 
(Simões, 2024). However, reaching this demographic remains challenging, 
especially in rural areas where service access may be restricted (Mazzocchi 
et al., 2024).

Both the Youth Guarantee program and the GOL (Garanzia Occupabilità 
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Lavoratori) initiative have become focal points of PES efforts, though suc-
cess varies across regions due to differing local labor market conditions and 
socio-economic factors (Petrescu et al., 2022; O’Higgins, 2024; Ellena et al., 
2024). The GOL program, in particular, emphasises personalised career guid-
ance and skill-building to foster employability, thereby complementing exist-
ing PES strategies. Ultimately, the effectiveness of PES in tackling the NEET 
issue in Italy hinges on their ability to adapt to the unique characteristics of 
NEET youth and to collaborate with local institutions and civil society organ-
isations (Marzana et al., 2023; Smoter, 2021).

1.5. The present research

The present research addresses notable gaps in the literature concerning the 
well-being and psychosocial characteristics of NEETs. While previous studies 
have highlighted socio-economic disparities and structural barriers affecting 
this population, comparatively little is known about how hedonic well-being 
(e.g., happiness, life satisfaction, emotional states) and eudaimonic well-being 
(e.g., personal growth, purpose in life, autonomy) jointly contribute to, and 
are influenced by, the challenges NEETs encounter. Notably, existing research 
on psychological variables in this context has largely employed descriptive 
analyses, lacking in-depth inferential approaches that could shed light on the 
underlying mechanisms and determinants of well-being. Furthermore, limited 
attention has been paid to NEETs’ own subjective perspectives on both their 
current life satisfaction and their future aspirations. To bridge these gaps, this 
research sets out two complementary objectives, which are addressed through 
two distinct studies: 
•	 Study 1. Investigating the determinants of life satisfaction in NEET 

individuals from a hedonic well-being perspective, considering the so-
cio-demographic, psychological, and contextual factors that shape their 
current perceptions of happiness and emotional states. This includes 
moving beyond descriptive analyses toward more robust inferential 
methods to elucidate the factors that significantly impact NEETs’ life 
satisfaction. 

•	 Study 2. Examining NEETs’ aspirations for the future from an eudai-
monic well-being perspective, we will focus on how dimensions of 
personal growth, purpose in life, and autonomy inform their long-term 
goals and life trajectories. By integrating present and future well-be-
ing dimensions, this work offers a more comprehensive view of NEETs’ 
subjective experiences, emphasising the interplay between immediate 
psychological needs and longer-term developmental aims. The insights 
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gained aim to inform evidence-based policies and interventions tailored 
to the diverse profiles of NEET individuals, ultimately promoting their 
social inclusion and facilitating sustainable re-engagement with educa-
tion and employment.

2. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

The data for this study were collected through a dedicated survey devel-
oped by the authors as part of the EEA and Norway Grants Fund for Youth 
Employment project “Tr@ck-IN – Public Employment Services Tracking 
Effectiveness in Supporting Rural NEETs”. The survey involved six Euro-
pean countries – Bulgaria, Estonia, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal, and Spain. 
Nevertheless, this paper focuses exclusively on the Italian sample, com-
prising 930 participants aged 25 to 29. The questionnaire was administered 
using the CAWI (Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing) method. The initial 
sample was recruited with assistance from the Public Employment Services, 
which shared the survey link with registered individuals belonging to the 
target population. The questionnaire was also disseminated via social me-
dia and influencers, employing a snowball technique to increase the sample 
size. As a result, the final sample – while slightly female-dominated – in-
cludes respondents from all Italian regions. The questionnaire covered var-
ious topics. In addition to basic socio-economic characteristics, it gathered 
information on social support received from Public Employment Servic-
es, self-efficacy, digital skills, life satisfaction, Trauma Symptom Checklist 
(TSC; a self-report measure of distress in adults resulting from traumatic 
experiences. It measures aspects of post-traumatic stress, considering: De-
pression, Dissociation, etc), and perceived discrimination. At the end, two 
open-ended questions asked respondents about their envisioned future five 
years from the time of the survey. All these scales will be properly described 
in the next sections.

3. STUDY 1

3.1. Objectives

The main objective of Study 1 is to examine how young people perceive their 
current status by investigating the determinants of their overall life satisfac-
tion. In particular, we aim to understand the influence of various socio-demo-
graphic factors, mobility intentions, and two latent constructs – self-efficacy 
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and TSC (tendency to self-sabotage or related concerns) – on respondents’ life 
satisfaction, therefore exploring their hedonic dimension. 

3.2. Methods

We applied sample weights to account for the lack of initial statistical rep-
resentativeness to enable correct statistical inference from the sample to the 
wider population. The weights were calculated based on Horwitz-Thompson 
estimators, which were corrected for both gender imbalance and regional 
distribution (Kish, 1995; Smith, 2019). This approach ensures that the final 
weighted sample is representative of the target population. Given that the 
original life satisfaction variable is ordinal, an ordered logit model was in-
itially considered. However, some covariates violated the proportional odds 
assumption. Therefore, we converted the variable into a binary outcome – low 
satisfaction (1-3) versus high satisfaction (4-5) – and employed a binary logit 
model (Fabrizi & Rocca, 2024). 
•	 Dependent Variable (Life Satisfaction). Respondents were asked to rate 

their overall life satisfaction on a scale from 1 (“not at all”) to 5 (“fully 
satisfied”). For the analysis, this ordinal measure was recoded into a bina-
ry variable: 0 for levels 1-3 and 1 for levels 4-5.

•	 Independent Variables. We considered a set of socio-economic and demo-
graphic characteristics (gender, education level, geographical area, degree 
of urbanisation, reason for NEET status) and two additional components 
of interest:
o Mobility Intention. Propensity to move within the country or abroad 

for employment.
o Latent Constructs. Self-efficacy and TSC were measured using mul-

ti-item scales, each strongly internally correlated (Cronbach’s alpha 
of 0.9175 for self-efficacy and 0.8556 for TSC). As per common prac-
tice (Goodman, 2002; Kline, 2005; Baum, 2016), we used latent class 
analysis to obtain continuous latent variables, which we then included 
in the models.

3.3. Analysis and results

We ran two specifications:
•	 Model 1: Included only socio-demographic variables and mobility pro-

pensity.
•	 Model 2: Two latent constructs for self-efficacy and TSC were added to 

Model 1.
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All analyses were performed using the Gsem command in Stata, applying sam-
ple weights. As a robustness check, we also ran the models without weights, 
obtaining virtually identical results. The covariates considered in this analysis 
are described in the following Table 1. 

Table 1. – Predictors of life satisfaction

Variable name Description Code

Gender (ref. male) dummy variable 1 female, 0 male

Types of NEET (ref. Health, voluntary worker, discouraged, other)

   Caregiver dummy variable 1 if caregiver

   Unemployed dummy variable 1 if unemployed

Level of education (ref. 
low) dummy variable 1 if NEET for health reasons 

   Medium (ISCED 3-4) dummy variable 1 if NEET because discouraged 

   High (ISCED 5-8)

Geographical area of 
residence (ref. South and 
isles)

dummy variable 1 if ISCED 3-4

   North dummy variable 1 if ISCED 5-8

   Centre

Degree of urbanisation 
(ref. Urban) dummy variable 1 if lives in the North

Intention to move to find 
a job dummy variable 1 if lives in the Center

   Within the country dummy variable 1 if lives in a rural area

   Abroad

Self efficacy construct Categorical 
variable 0 totally disagree – 5 totally agree

TSC construct Categorical 
variable 0 totally disagree – 5 totally agree

(continue)
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Variable name Description Code

Self efficacy construct Continuous 
variable

Items included, measured on a 
scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 
(totally agree):
1. I can always solve complex 

problems if I try hard enough 
2. If someone objects to me,  

I can find the means and ways  
to achieve what I want 

3. It’s easy for me to stick around 
and achieve my goals 

4. I am convinced that I can 
effectively cope with unexpected 
events 

5. Due to my ingenuity, I can 
behave in unforeseen situations 

6. When faced with difficulties,  
I can remain calm, because I can 
count on my abilities to cope 

7. When I run into a problem, I can 
usually find a solution 

8. I can usually deal with 
everything that happens 

TSC construct Continuous 
variable

Items included, measured on a 
scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always):
I’m afraid of failure 
I don’t trust the system 
I feel inferior to the others
I feel guilty 
I forget what I have to do 
I feel like I can’t find a job 
I procrastinate important decisions 
and tasks 

* The coefficient is significant at the 0.10 level; ** The coefficient is significant at the 0.05 
level; *** The coefficient is significant at the 0.01 level.

They include the respondents’ socio-economic characteristics, such as gender, 
level of education, NUTS1 area of residence, degree of urbanisation, and the 
specific reason for being a NEET. Besides, this, some variables indicating their 
approach to life were considered. In particular, we included two variables indi-
cating the individuals’ propensity to move within the country or abroad to find 
a job and two latent constructs measuring the individuals’ self-efficacy and TSC 



LIFE SATISFACTION AND FUTURE EXPECTATIONS AMONG YOUNG NEETs 91

items, as shown in Table 2. These two constructs are continuous latent variables 
obtained through latent class analysis (see Goodman 2002) and showed an ac-
ceptable correlation (-0.2498). A regression approach confirmed that higher val-
ues of the latent construct corresponded to high levels of perceived self-efficacy 
and high levels of TSC, respectively (Kline 2005; Baum 2016) and indicated a 
high goodness of fit (R-squared 0.98 and 0.99, respectively). Table 2 (below) 
presents the logit model estimates for overall life satisfaction:

Table 2. – The logit model

Variable name Model 1 Model 2
Gender (ref. male) 0.8491*** 0.9988***

Types of NEET (ref. Health, voluntary worker, discouraged, other)
   Caregiver 0.912*** 1.054**

   Unemployed 1.246*** 1.364***

Level of education (ref. low)
   Medium (ISCED 3-4) 0.715** 0.704
   High (ISCED 5-8) 0.591 0.855*

Geographical area of residence (ref. South and isles)
   North -0.916*** -0.932***

   Centre -1.238*** -1.047***

Degree of urbanisation (ref. Urban) 0.185 0.549
Intention to move to find a job
   Within the country -0.299 -0.303
   Abroad -0.535 -0.871**

Self efficacy construct - 0.769***

TSC construct - -0.887***

Constant -1.4896*** -1.581**

Pseudo R-squared 0.1151 0.2472
Wald chi 42.34*** 62.16***

N 930 930

Life satisfaction levels tend to be higher among women and caregivers. Moreo-
ver, being unemployed is associated with significantly greater satisfaction com-
pared to other NEET status categories. While residence in Southern Italy cor-
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relates with higher life satisfaction, the degree of urbanisation does not appear 
to exert any notable influence. The analysis also indicates that a stronger incli-
nation to relocate for work is linked to lower life satisfaction, although the sta-
tistical significance is relatively modest; this suggests that emigration remains 
more of a necessity arising from limited local opportunities than a deliberate 
choice to broaden one’s horizons. Finally, regarding the two latent constructs, 
greater self-efficacy corresponds to higher life satisfaction, whereas higher TSC 
scores are significantly associated with lower satisfaction. Adding self-efficacy 
and TSC (Model 2) substantially increases the model’s explanatory power, as 
evidenced by the jump in the Pseudo R-squared from 0.1151 to 0.2472. This 
indicates that psychological factors, particularly self-efficacy and TSC, play a 
significant role in shaping young people’s life satisfaction.

4. STUDY 2

4.1. Objectives

The primary aim of Study 2 is to explore how young people envision their 
future status, with a particular focus on their perceptions of where they see 
themselves five years from now, examining their eudaimonic dimension. To 
achieve this goal, the study adopts two distinct analytical approaches:
•	 Text mining of the unstructured responses to the open-ended survey ques-

tion about future outlook.
•	 A statistical assessment of the determinants of the perceived future status, 

applying sample weights to ensure the representativeness of the results.

4.2. Methods

The contemporary information landscape is defined by massive volumes of 
unstructured data-text-heavy content derived from news articles, social me-
dia, Twitter feeds, formal documents, and beyond. 

Text mining, also referred to as text data mining, involves transforming 
such unstructured text into a structured format, from which meaningful pat-
terns and insights can be extracted (Jung & Lee, 2020). Building on the work 
of Lee et al. (2023), text mining is recognised as an interdisciplinary field that 
merges data mining, computational statistics, computer science, and linguis-
tics. It finds applications across various domains, including bioinformatics, 
business, marketing, education, life sciences, and healthcare. Earlier methods 
often relied on counting specific keywords (Carley, 1993), risking oversimpli-
fication when similar sets of words conveyed different meanings. To address 
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this, more advanced methods – such as semantic networks and language net-
work models – examine word co-occurrences, revealing patterns of conceptu-
al proximity. Although the terms text mining and text analytics are sometimes 
used interchangeably, a subtle distinction may be made:
•	 Text mining typically employs machine learning, statistical methods, and 

linguistics to discover patterns in unstructured data.
•	 Text analytics focuses on organising this data into a structured format and 

extracting actionable insights.
As technical tools and programming packages have advanced, text mining has 
become increasingly accessible. 

Considering how text mining framework works in theory, it is important to 
specify that since the Natural Language Processing (NLP) can be used to un-
derstand the structure and meaning of human language by analysing charac-
teristics such as syntax, semantics, pragmatics, and morphology, text mining 
uses NLP to transform the unstructured text in documents and databases into 
normalised, structured data suitable for further analysis. This process includes 
the following four phases (Bochkay et al., 2023; Chowdhury & Alzarrad, 
2023; Kumar et al., 2021): pre-processing, which converts text into a useful 
form for text mining tasks (tokenisation, normalisation, stemming and lem-
matisation); transformation, which involves document representation by the 
number of occurrences in the text; feature selection, which selects the most 
relevant features from the available variables; Data Mining, which includes 
classification, clustering, regression, association rule mining, also considering 
knowledge networks using words as nodes. Since the survey was conducted 
in Italy, a preliminary Visual Basic for Applications (VBA) script was used to 
translate and standardise the free-text responses into English. The text-min-
ing approach thus allows for a deeper understanding of young people’s aspi-
rations, concerns, and expectations regarding their future over the next five 
years. To maintain consistency with Study 1 and ensure accurate inference, 
sample weights were again applied. Weights were calculated according to the 
Horwitz-Thompson estimators, correcting for gender imbalances and regional 
representativeness (Kish, 1995; Smith, 2019). This approach guarantees that 
the findings can be generalised to the broader population. 

4.3. Analysis and results

4.3.1. Text mining analysis

Below, we present the text mining analyses along with the relevant figures 
and commentary. Figure 1 shows the most frequent words that catalysed the 
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answers given by young NEETs interviewed to the question about the percep-
tion of respondents’ future in five years.

Figure 1. – Bar Plot: Most Frequent Words

We also explore the contents of our corpus in a different way using the more 
intuitive WordCloud, in which the size of each word indicates its frequency, 
as shown in Figure 2. This figure indicates that “job”, “I don’t know”, “hope”, 
“family”, “home”, and “children” represent the most cited responses. 

Figure 2. – Wordcloud 
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4.3.2. Sentiment Analysis

The topic of sentiment analysis provides a way to understand the attitudes and 
opinions expressed in the text. In more detail, sentiment analysis is the pro-
cess of gathering and analysing people’s opinions, thoughts, and impressions 
regarding various topics, products, subjects, and services. It identifies and 
extracts subjective information from the text using natural language process-
ing. According to M.g.younis (2015) it might be investigated at several levels 
(e.g. document, sentence, phrase, and aspect levels) and considering different 
approaches (lexicon-based approach, machine learning method; in addition 
to these latter approaches Wankhade et al., 2022 mentioned the hybrid ap-
proach). Kiritchenko et al. (2014) highligted that the lexico-based approach 
considers the collection of tokens where each of them is assigned a prede-
fined score, which indicates the text’s neutral, positive and negative nature. 
The lexicon-based approach includes among others, corpus-based and statis-
tical outlooks, two similar ways to evaluate the co-occurrence patterns. Fig. 
3 shows positive and negative words in defined sections of the entire dataset. 
The prevalence of propensity for “stability”, “satisfaction” and “happiness” 
is well highlighted in the graph.

Figure 3. – Bar plots for contribution to positive and negative sentiment
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Comparing the frequency of words separately by the rural and non-rural clus-
ters, Figure 4. shows that words close to the red line have similar frequencies 
in both text sets, such as the already mendioned “job”, “family”, “home” and 
“children”. Different words that are far from the red line represent words that 
appear more in the rural cluster than the non-rural cluster – and viceversa. 
Therefore, words like “stable” and “city” seem to catalyse the Neets’ non-ru-
ral responses, while “term”, “Italy”, “country” and “abroad” predominantly 
appear in responses from Neets in rural areas. 

Figure 4. – Frequency of words by Rural and non-Rural clusters

In the same way, comparing the frequency of words by gender, Figure 5 shows 
the prevalence of words such as “children”, “family”, and “support” for wom-
en, while “skills”, “Northern” and “Italy” appear to be prevalent for men. In 
addition, a word like the already mentioned “I don’t know” seems to catalyse 
the Men’s responses, thus suggesting a greater propensity of men towards the 
uncertainty of the future, compared to the women
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Figure 5. – Frequency of words by gender

Since the odds ratio (OR) is a measure of association that compares the odds 
of an event between two different groups (OR = 2.50 could be interpreted as 
2.5 times the odds of the second group), Figure n. 6 shows which words are 
more or less likely to come from each rural and not rural clusters, using the 
log version of the OR (lo odds ratio rural vs non-rural). The bar plot shows 
that words like term, country and region are more likely to come from rural 
cluster while “economic”, “professionality” and “city” are the corresponding 
more likely to come from non-rural cluster. 

Figure 6. – Log odds ratio Rural vs non-Rural
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Many interesting text analyses are based on the relationships between more 
words. Network analysis can be used as a more comprehensive approach to 
examine these relationships. In general, it is possible to study (1) pairs of two 
consecutive words (called bigrams), considering whether to examine which 
words tend to follow others immediately or (2) pairs of words that occur to-
gether in the same response, even if not strictly consecutive, as shown in 
Figure 7. The nodes that appear most clearly in the graph suggest evident ex-
pectations linked to the hope of finding a stable job that allows independence 
and the possibility of having a family.

Figure 7. – Network analysis

A different way to model text in the framework refers to the usage of a clus-
tering algorithm. Many interesting text analyses are based on the relationships 
between words, whether examining which words tend to follow others imme-
diately or which tend to co-occur within the same documents.
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5. DISCUSSION

This research investigates the psychological and socio-economic dimensions 
of well-being among NEETs in Italy, offering a dual focus on their present life 
satisfaction (hedonic well-being) and future aspirations (eudaimonic well-be-
ing). The findings from Study 1 reveal that life satisfaction is shaped not only 
by socio-demographic factors but also by deeper psychological constructs, spe-
cifically self-efficacy and TSC scores. While higher self-efficacy corresponds 
to greater life satisfaction, elevated TSC scores – indicative of emotional and 
psychological distress – are strongly associated with lower satisfaction. These 
results highlight the complex interplay between personal resources (e.g., re-
silience) and psychological vulnerabilities (e.g., trauma-related symptoms). 
Socio-demographic patterns reinforce the idea that life satisfaction is not uni-
formly distributed among NEETs. Women and caregivers report higher levels 
of satisfaction, which may reflect the buffering effects of meaningful caregiv-
ing roles or social support structures. In contrast, those in Northern and Cen-
tral Italy show lower life satisfaction compared to their Southern counterparts. 
This finding challenges conventional assumptions about economic prosperity 
correlating with well-being, suggesting that cultural, familial, and social co-
hesion in the South may play a protective role. In Study 2, the exploration of 
future aspirations highlights the centrality of employment, stability, and social 
connection in shaping NEETs’ long-term outlooks. The prominence of words 
such as job, hope, and family in text analyses demonstrates the aspirational 
yet constrained nature of NEETs’ perspectives. Gendered and geographical 
differences in aspirations underscore the divergent challenges faced by rural 
versus urban NEETs, as well as men versus women. While rural NEETs em-
phasise roles tied to traditional values and local contexts, urban NEETs focus 
more on professional ambitions and mobility.

In study 1, the relationship between self-efficacy and life satisfaction 
aligns with established theories of psychological empowerment, which pos-
it that individuals who believe in their ability to overcome challenges and 
achieve goals experience greater well-being (Flores & Maquiling, 2024). This 
finding underscores the importance of fostering a sense of competence and 
agency among NEETs, particularly through tailored interventions in PES. 
Conversely, the negative association between TSC scores and life satisfaction 
highlights the long-term impact of unresolved psychological distress, which 
may manifest as anxiety, depression, or trauma-related symptoms. These find-
ings suggest that NEETs’ struggles are not merely economic but deeply rooted 
in psychological and emotional vulnerabilities. The interaction between psy-
chological constructs and socio-demographic factors also warrants attention. 
For example, the higher life satisfaction reported by women and caregivers 
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may reflect the protective effects of social roles that provide purpose and 
structure. However, this does not negate the systemic barriers they face, in-
cluding limited opportunities for professional development due to caregiving 
responsibilities or traditional gender norms. This duality underscores the need 
for interventions that balance psychological support with structural reforms.

The unexpected finding that NEETs in Southern Italy report higher life satis-
faction despite facing greater economic challenges highlights the role of cultural 
and social factors. Southern Italy’s strong emphasis on familial bonds and com-
munity networks may provide a psychological safety net, offsetting the adverse 
effects of unemployment or educational disengagement (Sonke et al., 2024; Yu et 
al., 2019). This finding aligns with the concept of socio-emotional wealth, which 
posits that non-material resources such as relationships and cultural identity can 
enhance well-being (Mertika et al., 2020). However, these protective factors may 
not be sufficient in the long term. The economic stagnation and lack of opportu-
nities in the South remain significant barriers to re-engagement with education 
and employment. The persistence of these structural challenges underscores the 
need for targeted regional policies that leverage social cohesion while addressing 
economic deficiencies (Mussida & Sciulli, 2018).

The qualitative insights from Study 2 reveal a stark contrast between rural 
and urban NEETs in their future aspirations. Urban NEETs frequently high-
light stability and traditional roles, showing (1) a propensity to remain in their 
cities and (2) an aspiration centered on permanent professional growth, prob-
ably motivated by the broader range of opportunities and exposure to diverse 
career pathways. In contrast, rural NEETs express their availability for mobil-
ity in their region, but also in Italy and abroad, reflecting the limited oppor-
tunities in these regions. Since the analysis performed in Study 1 also reveals 
that a higher propensity to leave the place where the respondents live to find a 
job is associated with a lower level of life satisfaction, emigration still appears 
to be a choice required by the scarcity of local opportunities, rather than a 
voluntary intention of leaving and/or experiencing new situations. These dif-
ferences suggest that rural NEETs need benefit from localised interventions, 
such as investments in rural infrastructure and community-based projects that 
expand opportunities without forcing migration (Ellena et al., 2021).

Gendered differences in aspirations further complicate the narrative. 
Women’s emphasis on family, caregiving, and social support reflects tradi-
tional expectations but also highlights their resilience in navigating structural 
barriers. Men’s focus on skills and mobility suggests a more direct engage-
ment with labour market dynamics, though it also points to the pressures of 
economic expectations (Ellena et al., 2023), which however also reveal uncer-
tainty about their future. These patterns underscore the need for gender-sen-
sitive policies that address the unique challenges and strengths of males and 
females in NEET populations.
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6. LIMITATIONS AND INDICATION FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

While this study provides valuable insights, several limitations must be ad-
dressed. The reliance on self-reported measures introduces potential bias, and 
the focus on the Italian context limits the generalizability of findings. Future 
research should explore longitudinal designs to capture changes in NEETs’ 
well-being over time and expand to cross-cultural comparisons to identify uni-
versal versus context-specific trends. Additionally, qualitative methods such as 
interviews or focus groups could complement text-mining approaches, provid-
ing a richer understanding of NEETs’ lived experiences. Finally, investigating 
the role of digital skills and online networks in shaping NEETs’ aspirations 
could offer new avenues for intervention in an increasingly digitalised world.

7. CONCLUSIONS

This study sheds light on the complex and intertwined challenges faced by 
NEETs in Italy, offering valuable insights into their well-being and aspira-
tions. To translate these insights into action, targeted policies must prioritise 
holistic approaches that address psychological, structural, and social barri-
ers. Integrating mental health support into PES is essential, with an emphasis 
on fostering resilience and offering tailored guidance to support individuals 
in navigating their unique challenges. Gender-sensitive strategies, including 
accessible childcare and flexible work arrangements, can mitigate the con-
straints disproportionately affecting women, while skill-building and mo-
bility programs can better align with the needs and ambitions of men. Fur-
thermore, localised strategies that consider rural and urban disparities can 
ensure that interventions are context-specific and inclusive, bridging gaps in 
education, infrastructure, and employment opportunities. By aligning policies 
with the strengths and aspirations of NEETs, rather than merely focusing on 
their limitations, it is possible to create pathways that empower individuals 
to re-engage with education, employment, and society. This shift toward a 
more person-centered and context-sensitive approach is critical for fostering 
sustainable development and long-term inclusion.
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