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1. Executive summary

This Transnational Research Report presents the findings of Work Package 2 (WP2) of the Y-
CARE project, focusing on burnout-risk profiles, work-life balance, organisational support, and
peer support mechanisms among youth workers across partner countries. The report is based
on a mixed-methods approach combining desk research, a transnational wellbeing survey,
and extensive qualitative evidence gathered through reflection roundtables (A2.1) and focus

groups (A2.2) implemented in all partner countries.

Across national contexts, youth workers report high emotional demands, blurred boundaries
between work and personal life, and structural shortcomings in organisational support. While
informal peer support is widely present and often acts as a protective factor, it is rarely
formalised, moderated, or recognised as working time. The findings reveal that burnout is not
primarily the result of individual vulnerability, but of systemic and organisational conditions,
including workload intensity, project-based employment, staff shortages, limited supervision,

and insufficient psychological safety.

The transnational analysis identifies three recurring burnout-risk profiles: (1) high emotional
load combined with weak organisational structures; (2) moderate exhaustion compensated
by strong but informal peer support; and (3) relatively more stable organisational contexts
with higher participation and clarity, yet still vulnerable under pressure. These profiles appear
across countries, albeit with different intensity depending on national and organisational

contexts.

The evidence clearly demonstrates the need for structured, accessible, and prevention-
oriented support systems for youth workers. The findings directly inform the design of WP3
by defining priority training topics, principles for peer support networks, and functional
requirements for the Y-CARE e-learning platform. The report positions Y-CARE as a response

to clearly identified needs, grounded in real experiences of youth workers across Europe.
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2. Methodology

2.1. Research design

The WP2 research followed a mixed-methods, transnational design aimed at capturing both
structural patterns and lived experiences related to youth workers’ mental wellbeing. The
approach deliberately combined quantitative and qualitative methods in order to triangulate

findings and avoid over-reliance on a single data source.

2.2. Data Sources

2.2.1. Y-CARE wellbeing survey

An online wellbeing survey was disseminated across partner countries and collected 141
responses, of which 121 respondents identified as actively working in youth work. The survey
used Likert-scale items (1-5) and covered five core dimensions: emotional exhaustion, work-
life balance, organisational support, peer support, and psychological safety/participation. The
survey served as an exploratory tool to identify patterns and inform qualitative inquiry, rather

than to produce statistically representative national estimates.

2.2.2. Reflection roundtables (A2.1)

Reflection roundtables were organised by all partners to explore systemic and organisational
dimensions of youth workers’ wellbeing. These discussions focused on structural stressors,
existing support mechanisms, perceived gaps, and expectations towards organisational and
policy-level change. Outputs from these roundtables provided contextual grounding and

informed the development of focus group guides.

2.2.3. Focus groups (A2.2)

Two focus groups per partner were implemented under Activity 2.2, addressing (1) work-life
balance and organisational support systems and (2) peer support structures. Focus groups
were conducted in diverse formats (online and in-person) and involved youth workers,
educators, psychologists, social educators, and related professionals. The qualitative material

generated constitutes a central evidence base of this report, capturing nuanced experiences
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of emotional labour, boundary management, burnout trajectories, and collective coping

strategies.

2.3. Analytical framework

All data sources were analysed using a shared analytical framework structured around six

thematic dimensions:

Workload and organisational pressures

e Emotional exhaustion and burnout risk

e Work-life balance and boundary management
e Organisational support and supervision

e Peer support and team culture

e Psychological safety, participation, and leadership

This framework enabled cross-country comparison while remaining sensitive to national and

organisational specificities.
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3. National contexts and key findings

This section synthesises desk research findings with qualitative evidence from focus groups
and roundtables. Rather than providing exhaustive national descriptions, the analysis

highlights key patterns relevant to youth workers’ wellbeing in each country.

Croatia

Youth workers in Croatia describe highly variable working conditions depending on
employment status. Self-employed professionals report greater autonomy and better control
over boundaries, while those employed in institutions and NGOs face rigid structures,
unrealistic expectations, and blurred communication channels. Emotional spillover into
personal life is widely reported, particularly in psychologically demanding roles. Focus group
participants emphasised that peer support often functions as the primary coping mechanism,
yet remains informal and dependent on trust and personal relationships. Organisational
support was largely perceived as fragmented or symbolic, with a strong call for leadership

training, structured peer support, and early-stage prevention rather than crisis response.

Austria

Austrian focus groups highlighted the complexity of youth work in structured welfare and
educational systems, where formal supervision and training opportunities exist but are not
always sufficient to address emotional overload. Participants reported constant multitasking,
high emotional responsibility, and the risk of over-identification with clients. Peer support
was seen as effective when moderated and structured; unmoderated peer groups were
described as potentially reinforcing stress rather than resolving it. An emerging challenge
identified was the increasing number of career changers entering the sector without
adequate pedagogical preparation, increasing vulnerability to burnout and highlighting the

need for structured onboarding and mentoring systems.
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Italy

Italian participants described a critical situation marked by emotional exhaustion, staff
shortages, limited career progression, and inadequate compensation. Focus group
discussions revealed that many youth workers privately finance psychological support and
professional therapy due to the absence of organisational provision. Several participants had
already left or were considering leaving the sector to protect their mental health, indicating
a significant risk of brain drain. Peer support exists but is insufficient to counterbalance
systemic pressures. The findings point to an urgent need for external supervision, workload

regulation, and institutional recognition of youth work as a profession.

Greece

In Greece, youth workers and psychologists reported high emotional involvement when
working with vulnerable groups, leading to fatigue and demotivation. While some
organisations provide isolated wellbeing initiatives, participants described these as
inconsistent and insufficient. Strong demand emerged for free professional therapy,
structured team bonding, and regular supervision. Participants stressed that prevention is
more effective than reactive measures and highlighted the importance of normalising

wellbeing check-ins and resilience training within organisations.

Poland

Focus groups in Poland revealed significant administrative burden, emotional spillover, and
constant crisis-management modes, particularly in under-resourced educational and social
care settings. Participants reported that preparation and documentation often extend into
personal time, and that professional roles are insufficiently recognised within institutional
decision-making processes. Informal peer consultation networks provide emotional relief but
occur outside working hours and without organisational support. Several experienced
professionals reported leaving the field due to unsustainable conditions, underlining the

structural nature of burnout.
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France

Although the number of survey and focus group participants from France was limited,
available qualitative inputs and desk research point to growing awareness of psychosocial
risks at work. Youth work contexts reflect broader trends of work-related psychological strain,

reinforcing the relevance of Y-CARE’s focus on prevention, peer support, and organisational

culture.
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4. Transnational analysis and comparison

This section integrates findings from all partner countries to identify shared patterns, key

differences, and cross-cutting burnout-risk profiles among youth workers. The analysis draws

on the triangulation of survey results, focus group discussions (A2.2), and reflection

roundtables (A2.1), allowing for a robust interpretation of both structural conditions and lived

experiences.

4.1. Common stressors across countries

Across all partner countries, youth workers consistently described a working reality

characterised by high emotional labour, intensive relational demands, and frequent exposure

to crisis situations. Regardless of national context, participants reported that working with

vulnerable young people requires sustained emotional presence, often extending beyond

formal working hours.

Sources of pressure in youthwork

Lack of
motivation

Emotional burden
of working with
vulnerable
populations

Lack of work , e
experience y

I Stress and
emotional
strain

I

Lack of staff

Workmg
overtime )
Administrative
Insufficient overload
recognition of the
educational
profession
Funded by the European Union. The views and opinions expressed are solely those of the author(s) only and do
Co-funded by ) : . .
the European Union not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or Foundation for the Development of the Education
urop ! System. Neither the European Union nor the Foundation for the Development of the Education System can be

held responsible for them. Project number: 2024-2-PL0O1-KA220-YOU-000286535.



= Y.CARE

Youth-Centered Approaches
for Resilience and Empowerment

A recurrent stressor identified in all focus groups was the blurring of boundaries between
work and personal life. Youth workers are frequently contacted through informal channels,
feel moral pressure to remain available, or struggle to emotionally disengage after work. This
pattern was evident in Croatia, Italy, Greece, Poland, and Austria, indicating that boundary

erosion is a transnational issue rather than a country-specific anomaly.

Another shared stressor is workload instability and multitasking, often driven by staff
shortages, project-based employment, and insufficient planning time. Participants repeatedly
described operating in a “constant emergency mode”, where unforeseen crises disrupt
planned tasks and prevent recovery periods. Administrative burden and documentation

requirements further intensify this pressure, particularly in institutional settings.

4.2. Organisational support: presence, absence, and symbolic measures

While informal peer solidarity is widespread, formal organisational support structures are
uneven and frequently insufficient. Across countries, youth workers reported limited access
to systematic supervision, psychological support, or workload regulation. Where support
exists, it is often described as symbolic or fragmented—for example, isolated wellbeing
initiatives without follow-up, or supervision sessions that lack confidentiality or professional

independence.

In several contexts, participants emphasised that coping strategies are largely individualised
and self-funded, including private therapy, mindfulness practices, or physical activity. This
individualisation of responsibility shifts the burden of wellbeing away from organisations and

reinforces the perception that burnout is a personal failure rather than a systemic issue.

Leadership quality emerged as a critical mediating factor. In smaller organisations or flatter
hierarchies, participants felt more comfortable discussing stress and negotiating boundaries.
Conversely, in larger or more rigid systems, leadership was often perceived as emotionally

distant, overwhelmed, or lacking the skills needed to address wellbeing concerns.
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4.3. Peer support as a protective factor — and its limits

Peer support appeared across all countries as a key protective factor against burnout.
Informal conversations with colleagues, shared reflection after difficult cases, and mutual
emotional validation were frequently cited as essential coping mechanisms. In some contexts,
peer support helped normalise stress and prevented individuals from internalising systemic

problems.

However, the analysis also highlights the limits of informal peer support. Without structure,
moderation, or organisational recognition, peer groups can become spaces where stress
circulates without resolution. Austrian focus groups, in particular, noted that unmoderated

peer meetings may reinforce emotional overload rather than facilitate problem-solving.

Austrian focus group participants provided particularly concrete insights into how peer
support structures could be designed to be both supportive and sustainable. They
emphasised that peer support groups are most effective when moderated, with one person
ensuring balanced participation and a focus on solution-oriented reflection rather than the

mere circulation of problems.

In addition, Austrian participants proposed forming peer support groups not only based on
organisational roles, but also around shared professional or personal interests. Examples
included thematic groups such as book clubs focused on professional literature, nature-based
peer groups combining reflection with mindful walks, or creative groups where hands-on
activities create a safe space for exchange. This interest-based approach was seen as a way
to strengthen trust, reduce emotional overload, and support work—life balance by connecting

professional reflection with personal resources.

These insights highlight that peer support can take multiple forms and that flexibility,

moderation, and shared purpose are key conditions for its effectiveness.
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Participants across countries expressed a clear preference for structured peer support models

that are:

o facilitated or moderated,
e integrated into working hours,
« focused on solution-oriented reflection,

e supported by clear rules regarding confidentiality and boundaries.

This finding directly supports Y-CARE’s emphasis on developing peer support networks that

are both relational and structured.

4.4. Psychological safety, participation, and voice

A cross-cutting theme in all datasets is the role of psychological safety—the extent to which
youth workers feel safe to express concerns, admit difficulties, or influence organisational
decisions. Low psychological safety was consistently associated with higher emotional strain,

withdrawal, and intentions to leave the sector.

In multiple focus groups, participants described being excluded from decision-making
processes despite their central role in direct work with young people. This lack of participation
not only increases frustration but also reinforces feelings of invisibility and undervaluation.
Conversely, contexts that allowed open dialogue, shared decision-making, and transparent

communication were perceived as more protective, even when workloads remained high.

4.5. Transnational burnout-risk profiles

Based on the comparative analysis, three recurring burnout-risk profiles were identified
across partner countries. These profiles are not diagnostic categories but analytical constructs

that help illustrate how different combinations of factors shape burnout risk.
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Profile 1: High emotional load with . . .
g Active Departure Considerations

weak organisational structures

This profile is characterised by intense All countries:
Serious consideration
of leaving positions due
limited  supervision, and  weak to burnout.

100%

emotional demands, staff shortages,

organisational support. Youth workers L .
Organizational Support Deficits

in this profile often rely on self-funded Poland, Austria, Croatia, (ltaly
implied): Lack of support,
coping strategies and seriously consider recognition, flexibility.

80%

leaving the sector. This pattern was
Chronic Overload Impact

particularly visible in Italy and Poland, Poland, Austria, (Italy implied):
Constant overload leading to

but elements were present across all burnout.

countries.

Profile 2: Moderate exhaustion compensated by strong informal peer support
Here, emotional strain is partially mitigated by strong collegial relationships and mutual
support. While peer solidarity offers short-term protection, the absence of formal structures
makes this profile fragile and highly dependent on team dynamics. Croatia and Greece

frequently reflected this profile.

Profile 3: Relatively stable structures with participation-based protection
This profile features clearer organisational roles, better access to supervision or training, and
higher psychological safety. Burnout risk is lower but not eliminated, particularly during
periods of increased workload or crisis. Elements of this profile appeared in parts of Austria

and selected organisational contexts in other countries.
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5. Benchmarking practices and identified gaps

This section benchmarks practices currently used across partner countries against the needs
articulated by youth workers during WP2 activities and against well-established principles of
sustainable working conditions in helping professions. The analysis confirms that, although
supportive practices exist, they are largely fragmented and insufficient to address burnout

risk in a preventive and structural manner.

5.1. Practices observed in everyday youth work

Across partner countries, youth workers described a relatively consistent set of wellbeing-

related practices currently in use:

4 R
STRUCTURE . Supervision and professional support
& TRUST In some organisational contexts, youth workers
Structured peer-support practices, such as have access to supervision, coaching, or
intervision meetings, provide a space to ) .
reflect on complex cases and share professional  development  opportunities.
strategies. However, these sessions are only o
effective when there is a foundation of trust However, focus group participants frequently
between colleagues. Building ftrust is . L. .
therefore essential to make peer support reported that supervision is irregular, internally

sustainable and impactful. . . .
organised, or closely linked to managerial roles.

This limits its perceived safety, confidentiality,
and usefulness, particularly when emotional

strain or conflict is involved. External and

68,3%

independent supervision remains rare.
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o Informal peer support as the primary source of relief

Informal peer support emerged as the most accessible and trusted form of support across
all countries. Youth workers described conversations with colleagues after challenging
situations, mutual emotional validation, and shared reflection as essential for coping with
daily stress. While these practices demonstrate strong professional solidarity, they

depend heavily on personal relationships rather than organisational structures.

MORE THAN HALF OF YOUTH WORKERS THINK

THAT ENGAGING IN PEER SUPPORT HELPS FEEL 5 4%
LESS ALONE AT WORK. y

o Isolated or symbolic wellbeing initiatives

Some organisations offer wellbeing-related measures such as wellness days, mindfulness
sessions, access to sports facilities, or team-building activities. Participants generally
perceived these initiatives as positive but insufficient, as they do not address core

stressors such as workload intensity, emotional labour, or boundary erosion.
¢ Individual and self-funded coping strategies

A recurring theme across countries was the reliance on self-funded therapy, private
counselling, physical activity, and personal boundary-setting strategies. While these
approaches reflect high personal responsibility and awareness, they also indicate a shift

of wellbeing responsibility from organisations to individuals.
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5.2. Gaps identified through transnational comparison
When practices are compared across countries, several common gaps become evident:

1. Limited access to formal mental health support

Youth workers rarely have access to free, confidential psychological support or
external supervision as part of their employment conditions. Given the emotional

demands of youth work, this gap significantly increases burnout risk.
2. Lack of structured peer support mechanisms

Peer support is widely present but remains informal, unmoderated, and unrecognised
as working time. Participants stressed that without structure and facilitation, peer

spaces can unintentionally intensify emotional overload rather than support recovery.
3. Weak organisational approaches to work-life balance

Boundary management is largely left to individuals. Clear organisational rules
regarding availability, workload distribution, and recovery time are often missing or

inconsistently applied.

Organisation | work in provides a good balance between work and private life.

Strongly agree

Disagree
17%

Agree
£9%

Neutral
23%
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4. Low psychological safety and limited participation

Many youth workers reported feeling excluded from decision-making processes
despite their central role in service delivery. This lack of voice contributes to

frustration, disengagement, and intentions to leave the sector.
5. Insufficient leadership capacity for wellbeing-oriented management

Coordinators and managers are often under pressure themselves and lack training in

emotional leadership, delegation, and wellbeing-focused organisational practices.

Overall, the benchmarking exercise shows that current approaches tend to focus on individual

coping rather than on organisational responsibility and prevention.

6. Recommendations

The following recommendations are grounded in youth workers’ experiences, focus group
findings, and established knowledge on burnout prevention in helping professions. They are
intended to inform WP3 activities while remaining realistic and adaptable to diverse

organisational and national contexts.

6.1. Recommendations for training and capacity building (WP3)

WP3 training activities should prioritise practical competencies directly linked to everyday

youth work realities:
e Burnout prevention and early recognition

Training should focus on recognising early signs of emotional overload, chronic stress,

and burnout, with an emphasis on prevention rather than crisis intervention.
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Boundary management and work-life balance

Youth workers need concrete tools for managing availability expectations, emotional
boundaries, and recovery time, particularly in environments where informal

communication channels are common.
Peer support facilitation skills

Training should equip youth workers with skills to participate in and facilitate
structured peer support spaces, including moderation techniques and solution-

oriented reflection.
Psychological safety and communication

Strengthening communication, feedback, and conflict-management skills can support

safer team environments in which stress and challenges can be addressed openly.
Leadership and coordination for wellbeing

Dedicated training for coordinators and managers should focus on empathetic

leadership, workload planning, delegation, and recognition of emotional labour.

6.2. Recommendations for peer support network design

Peer support networks developed within Y-CARE should be designed to reflect youth workers’

expressed needs:

They should be structured and facilitated, rather than purely informal.
Participation should be recognised as working time.

Sessions should balance emotional sharing with solution-focused reflection.
Clear rules regarding confidentiality, boundaries, and roles should be established.

Models should remain flexible and adaptable to different organisational contexts.

These principles address the limitations of informal peer support identified across all partner

countries.
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6.3. Recommendations for the Y-CARE Digital Platform

The Y-CARE digital platform should function as a low-threshold, practice-oriented support

tool by offering:
e Short and accessible resources for stress self-reflection and boundary setting.
o Practical templates and guidelines for peer support sessions.
e Learning modules grounded in realistic youth work scenarios.
e Opportunities for transnational exchange and mutual learning.
e Context-sensitive signposting to additional support resources where appropriate.

The platform should complement, rather than replace, face-to-face support and be designed

with limited time and cognitive capacity in mind.

6.4. System-Level reflections

Although Y-CARE primarily targets organisational and individual capacity building, WP2
findings underline the need for broader reflection on the sustainability of youth work as a
profession. Emotional labour, workload instability, and staff turnover are structural
challenges rather than individual failures. By documenting real experiences and piloting
practical support models, Y-CARE contributes evidence that can inform longer-term

organisational and policy discussions.
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7. Conclusion

This Transnational research report provides a comprehensive overview of burnout risks, wellbeing
challenges, and existing support mechanisms for youth workers across partner countries. By
combining desk research, a transnational wellbeing survey, reflection roundtables, and focus groups,
the report captures both structural patterns and lived experiences, offering a grounded and realistic

picture of the current situation.

The findings consistently show that burnout among youth workers is not primarily an individual issue,
but a consequence of organisational and systemic conditions. High emotional demands, blurred work-
life boundaries, workload instability, limited supervision, and insufficient psychological safety were
identified across national contexts. While informal peer support plays a crucial protective role, it

remains fragile when not supported by formal structures and organisational recognition.

The identification of three transnational burnout-risk profiles highlights that youth workers across
Europe face similar challenges, even when working within different institutional frameworks.
Differences between countries relate more to the intensity and combination of risk factors than to
their nature. This confirms the relevance of a transnational approach to understanding and addressing

youth worker wellbeing.

Importantly, the report demonstrates that existing practices often rely on individual coping strategies
rather than preventive organisational measures. This gap underscores the need for structured,
accessible, and sustainable support systems that recognise emotional labour as an integral part of

youth work.

The results of WP2 directly inform the next phase of the Y-CARE project. They provide a clear evidence
base for the design of targeted training activities, peer support networks, and digital tools developed
under WP3. By grounding these interventions in real experiences and recognised good practices, Y-
CARE aims to contribute to more resilient, supportive, and sustainable working environments for

youth workers.

Ultimately, strengthening youth worker wellbeing is not only a matter of individual health, but also a
prerequisite for high-quality youth work. Supporting those who support young people is essential for

the long-term impact and credibility of youth policies and services across Europe.

Funded by the European Union. The views and opinions expressed are solely those of the author(s) only and do
Co-funded by ) ; . .
the European Union not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or Foundation for the Development of the Education
urop ! System. Neither the European Union nor the Foundation for the Development of the Education System can be
held responsible for them. Project number: 2024-2-PL01-KA220-YOU-000286535.



= Y.CARE

Youth-Centered Approaches
for Resilience and Empowerment

This publication is licensed under a Creative Commons 4.0 license. This license enables reusers to distribute, remix,
adapt, and build upon the material in any medium or format for non-commercial purposes only, and only so long as
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