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EUROPE NEEDS INVENTIVE
THINKING
Interview with Niels Rosendal Jensen,
Associate Professor at Aarhus University, on the background for the VERSO
project.
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KICK OFF
CONFERENCE
30 May -1 June 2012, VERSO hosted the
Kick-off conference in Middelfart, Denmark. Read more about the course of
the conference.
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WELCOME
Welcome to the first issue of the VERSO newsletter. VERSO (Volunteers for
European Employment) is a new pan-European development and knowledgesharing project funded by the European Regional Development Fund, INTERREG IVC.
Eight regional authorities and four research institutions in Europe collaborate
in the VERSO project. Until 2014, VERSO will map ways to create a fruitful interplay of regional political authorities and volunteers of civic society in the
fight against unemployment. The challenge is to both trace good experiences
– what works? – and clarify transferability of good experiences across national,
governmental, societal and cultural differences in Europe. In this issue you can
learn more about the background for VERSO and the most recent project activities.

This project is funded by the
European Regional Development
Fund through the INTERREG IVC
programme

You can subscribe to VERSO’s electronic newsletter by sending an email to
verso@dpu.dk
Learn more about VERSO at the project website:

www.versonet.eu
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EUROPE NEEDS
INVENTIVE THINKING

Associate Professor
Niels Rosendal Jensen
from Aarhus University,
Denmark, is the Project
Coordinator of VERSO

Unemployment is increasing in
Europe and the traditional systems can clearly not solve today’s
problems. It requires inventive
thinking and a different type of
interaction between political
authorities and civil society, says
Niels Rosendal Jensen, Associate Professor at Aarhus University and Manager of the VERSO
project.
- Nations have traditionally different models for how individual citizens must handle
unemployment problems. To put it roughly
you might say that in some parts of Europe,
citizens are referred to public welfare packages, in other parts the market is expected to
solve problems and then we see parts where
the family is expected to step in. Common
for these three models is clearly that none
of them is the answer to Europe’s current
problems. We must study this circumstance
further to better understand how we can
mobilise volunteers – individuals and organisations alike - to solve the tasks that cannot
be solved within traditional ways of thinking,
explains Mr Rosendal Jensen.

A tool box for regional political
authorities
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- European regional political authorities are
faced with certain challenges. Some must revitalize societies that have more or less come
to a halt. They focus on how to generate dynamism that can revive local communities by
means of resources in civil society and volun-

tarism together with the public sector. And
they need concrete tools to solve that task,
says Mr Rosendal Jensen.
The researcher also points out that the regions in Europe differ greatly. In Southern Europe the youth unemployment rate is nearly
50 per cent and millions of well-educated
youths cannot enter the labour market, while
in other parts of Europe the challenge is a
high number of elderly unemployed industrial workers with no educational qualifications.
- The researchers in VERSO will identify what
actually works and provide the participating
regional political authorities with a relevant
‘toolbox’ at the end of the project. We conduct evidence-based analyses of good practices from eight different regions in Europe,
where regional political authorities have
joined forces with volunteers in civic society
to counteract unemployment. We will work
our way to the core and identify ‘what works’.
A critical challenge in this work is how to ‘decontextualize’ existing experiences to make
them transferable from one European context to another, adds Mr Rosendal Jensen.

Informal learning processes
- Another aspect is the fact that several processes of informal learning and informal
competence development are at play in the
volunteers’ social networks, which can be
instrumental in sharpening skills that are
relevant for future positions or vocation.
The volunteers may, for instance, undergo
non-formal learning that the educational system or other institutionalised systems cannot provide. For the individual it may be a

pathway to new employment, says Mr Rosendal
Jensen.
However, Mr Rosendal Jensen stresses that the
aim is not to reduce civic voluntarism to a competence tool to get unemployed into the established, traditional job market. Volunteerism can
be instrumental in creating new types of social
spaces capable of including or connecting with
marginalized groups whose employment needs
are not currently met by the established employment systems. Such new social spaces (cafés, workshops, cinemas, festivals, TV-stations)
can be examples of new and more flexible nonformal service formats expanding the scope of
existing employment services.

Social cohesion in Europe
VERSO offers a new partnership between regional political authorities and research institutions
across Europe. Public authorities have a very
real interest in having concrete tools developed
to tackle problems of unemployment, but the researchers’ work extends beyond that.
- VERSO gives the participating research institutions an opportunity to make comparative

analyses of what generates social dynamics and
prevents new social dynamics from developing
across Europe. Social cohesion is a core concept,
Mr Rosendal Jensen explains and continues:
“The basic structure of Europe requires everyone to work, but what becomes of social cohesion when large segments of the population are
outside the labour market?”
- When the EU points to the voluntary sector as
a crucial factor in tackling problems, it is an attempt to reinforce some of the social cohesion
we fear is eroding. If we cannot create social cohesion qua the labour market because a certain
number of people are excluded, we must identify other ways to do so, concludes Mr Rosendal
Jensen.
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The Mayor of Middelfart
Steen Dahlstrøm and the
actor and social activist
Jacob Haugaard together with the english
delegation at the VERSO
conference in Middelfart

FIRST STOP MIDDELFART
At the end of May 2012, Middelfart
Municipality was first stop on VERSOs tour round Europe to collect
best practice cases of how to use
social voluntary work as a means to
reinforce the employment situation
in Europe.
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On 30 May, a delegation of VERSO – Volunteers
for European Employment – steering group
members, knowledge partners and political
board members from eight different European
countries gathered for the first European conference on volunteerism in Middelfart, Denmark.
The international guests were picked up in bus
by the Middelfart delegation in Copenhagen and
brought safe and soundly through the scenic
Danish landscape to the island of Funen. Crossing Funen to its western point – Middelfart – the
European guests passed through the birth town
of Hans Christian Andersen. However, minds
were set on the opening of the Kick-off conference in the evening, and a tight schedule of
discussing unemployment challenges in Europe

lay ahead. So already on the bus, guests shared
knowledge and formed cross-European friendships. By the time of arrival in Middelfart, the
local guide had made sure everyone was wellinformed about Middelfart’s strategies for being
a ‘green growth municipality’, which include a
famous energy-saving project involving public
buildings and street lights and an expansion of
the infrastructure, which will create both jobs
and enhance the quality of the area in the eyes
of newcomers and local businesses.

Think outside the box …
The motto ‘think outside the box’ set the agenda
from the beginning of the three-day conference
at Hotel Comwell Middelfart. The programme offered a combination of meetings, workshops and
fieldtrips that also allowed the guests to see the
local area.
The conference opening continued this focus
on inventive thinking and looking for alternative
ways to solve unemployment issues in Europe.
The Mayor of Middelfart Steen Dahlstrøm explained: “We must think outside the box if we

are going to solve Europe’s unemployment problem.” To highlight his point of view, the Mayor introduced the Danish comedian, actor and social
activist Jacob Haugaard to help open the conference.
Mr Haugaard has much experience in going
about things in new ways. Again and again he
has proven that a different approach to things
will get you far. He told about changes in his life
including going from being ‘Crazy Jacob’ to running for a seat in the Danish Parliament and actually getting enough personal votes to become
a member of the Parliament. He has also much
experience of volunteer social work through the
Danish Muscular Dystrophy Foundation (Muskelsvindfonden) and the yearly concerts that are
held for the benefit of the foundation.

Field trips: four types of volunteerism
in Middelfart.
Mentors who help unemployed find an internship or encourage youths to complete their education; these are just some of the tested strategies Middelfart Municipality shared with Europe,
when participants from the eight EU countries in
VERSO met in Middelfart from 30 May to 1 June
2012.
The guests visited the eldercare sector in Middelfart. Here caretakers serve as mentors for
people in internships and help them improve
their employability and be able to hold a regular
job.
Another field trip was a visit to an old farm house
in the energy village of Føns. Here the citizens
have come together in corporation with Middelfart Municipality and examined their homes
looking for possible energy saving potentials.
The citizens have agreed to renovate the houses
accordingly and pay for the work with money
saved on energy - thereby also creating more
jobs for the workers doing the renovation. The
bonus is a better in-house climate, lower energy
costs and more jobs.
The third trip vent to a project called ‘Stay
healthy all your life’. In this project, local government workers visit people who are on incapacity benefits and talk about their situation and

health. The goal is to
help those who want
to improve their life
quality by introducing
them to new social
networks and cafés
driven by volunteers
from Red Cross Middelfart.
Hopefully
more people will improve their quality of
life and some may get
an internship or a job.
On the forth field trip,
the golden egg of
ESCO was introduced.
ESCO is a project-model for energy savings
in buildings. Middelfart Municipality is famous in Denmark for
being the first to renovate 100 public buildings for free. A private
partner
guarantees
energy savings and the
municipality invests in
the project and pays
for this investment
with the savings on the
energy budget.
The Municipality of Middelfart and Aarhus
University wish to highlight the importance of
volunteerism in the fight against unemployment through this new European development
project. Unemployment has been increasing
throughout Europe, and innovative solutions are
necessary if the problem is to be solved. Middelfart shared a number of good solutions with participants during the three-day conference. Next
stop is Greece, where Middelfart hopes to learn
about other new ideas to fight unemployment.

The VERSO delegates on
field trips in Middelfart.
Photo: Gabriel Edlich
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PROJECT POLITICAL
BOARD FOR VERSO
To strengthen the interplay between
VERSO, regional political authorities
and the voluntary sector in Europe,
the project has set up a Project
Political Board of twelve members,
who were appointed 30 May at the
VERSO Kick-off conference.
Chairman for The
Project Political Board
Vibe Klarup Voetmann

The members of the Project Political Board are
pleased the project is getting underway and
case stories and positive experiences are being
collected, since the political expectations of the
project are high, as members said at the press
conference in Middelfart after the VERSO conference.
- Exciting! The UK is excited to be a partner in
this international project. VERSO provides a
unique opportunity to share knowledge and expertise about excellent practices that has been
developed in our respective countries, says Penny Brown, Chief Executive, after the conference.
Ms Brown is from East Riding of Yorkshire Council and member of the Project Political Board.

Liaison between VERSO, civic organisations and political authorities
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The Project Political Board gathers regional politicians and NGO representatives from the eight
participating regions and acts a liaison between
VERSO, political authorities and civic organisations across Europe.
Vibe Klarup Voetmann was elected Chairwoman
of the Project Political Board. Ms Voetmann is
known as a key figure in voluntary work in Denmark. She is also Chairwoman of the National
Council for Volunteering (Denmark) and Director
of the Danish Mental Health Fund.
Kaj Johansen became Vice-chairman. He is also

Chairman of the Social- and Health Committee
in Middelfart Municipality. Upon the meeting
with representatives from the other regions in
Europe, he said:
“EU is very varied and requires different solutions. Middelfart Municipality is very privileged
to have the highest number of youth in education in Region South Denmark and a low unemployment rate at 5%, but that is the result of
great efforts at several levels. I believe we can
inspire Europe with, for instance, our body of
volunteers at the job centres who support unemployed people in finding jobs or getting into
education. And I look forward to getting new
ideas from the other European countries in this
project.”
The Project Political Board will meet again in a
year in Lippe in Detmold, Germany, where the
members are to discuss initial VERSO results and
how best to disseminate the acquired knowledge to interested parties in all of Europe.

THE PROJECT POLITICAL
BOARD
The Project Political Board consists of 12
members from eight different regions
in Europe. It ensures political interest in
the project and provides overall political
strategic guidance. The Project Political
Board ensures the commitment of policy
makers during the project and guarantees
that project activities and results correspond with the local and regional political
strategies and priorities on unemployment and human capital (development).

WHAT WORKS?
KNOWLEDGE PARTNERS
MET UP IN MIDDELFART
The VERSO project is a synthesis
between a development project,
a research project and a regional
political change project in which
independent researchers collaborate with regional political authorities. Four European research institutions are involved in the project.
The project researchers had their
second meeting in connection with
the VERSO Kick-off Conference in
Middelfart.
- Our collaboration is great, spirits are high and
we received many constructive inputs at the
meeting. I sense much enthusiasm for the project, says Niels Rosendal Jensen, Associate Professor at Aarhus University.
Basic themes in the project were discussed at
the meeting, and the researchers took stock
of voluntarism in the participating countries,
discussed typologies of resources in voluntary
work, informal learning in voluntary work, the
European Employment Strategy (EES) and Local
Employment Developments (LED).

Next stop Greece
The researchers’ task is to make evidence-based
studies of the outcome of the collaboration
between regional political authorities and volunteers of civil society in their fight against unemployment. The aim is to establish what works
and how good experiences can be shared across
Europe.
Next stop is Greece, where project researchers
will meet up at University of Ioannina in September 2012 to further develop the model for
collecting data from the participating regions in
Europe.

The Press Conference
in Middelfart

KNOWLEDGE PARTNERS IN VERSO
Four European research institutions are involved in the project:
Aarhus University (Denmark), University of Ioannina (Greece), Budapest Business School
(Hungary) and Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (Spain).
The researchers will conduct comparative analyses to identify which initiatives generate social
dynamics and what works or does not work in the inclusion of civil society in job creation
efforts. This work involves a number of case studies and cost benefit analyses of the use of
volunteers in local employment initiatives based on international standards from ILO (International Labour Organisation).
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PARTICIPANTS IN THE
VERSO-PROJECT:
KNOWLEDGE PARTNERS
Aarhus University
www.au.dk

University of Ioannina
www.uoi.gr/en
Budapest Business School
www.gkz.bgf.hu
Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona
www.uab.cat

PUBLIC AUTHORITY
PARTNERS
East Riding of Yorkshire Council
www.eastriding.gov.uk
Generalitat de Catalunya
www.gencat.cat
Municipality of Middelfart
www.middelfart.dk
Municipality of Zalaegerszeg
www.zalaegerszeg.hu
Municipality of Coevorden
www.coevorden.nl
Municipality of Sofia
www.sofia.bg
Netzwerk Lippe
www.netzwerk-lippe.de
Region of Epirus
www.php.gov.gr

VERSO - Volunteers for
European Employment
Download the newsletter at
www.versonet.eu
Subscribe to the electronic
newsletter by sending an
email to verso@dpu.dk
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Participants at the VERSO conference in Middelfart 2012
Photo: Gabriel Edlich

VERSO

- A PAN-EUROPEAN DEVELOPMENT AND
KNOWLEDGE-SHARING PROJECT
VERSO (Volunteers for European Employment) is a new
pan-European development
and knowledge-sharing project funded by the European
Regional Development Fund,
INTERREG IVC.
VERSO seeks to improve the quality of
life for people across Europe by means
of learning and sharing the best practice
of voluntary work to improve European
employment as well as social capital,
social cohesion and the quality of life.
Unemployment is increasing all over
Europe. The problems cannot be solved
within the frameworks provided by the
traditional systems - neither the welfare
state, the family nor the market offer
adequate solutions for unemployed citizens who turn to them for assistance.
New and innovative approaches are
needed all over Europe.
Volunteering can provide a pathway to
new skills and eventually a paid job;
civic society and volunteerism can also
be instrumental in creating new types

of social spaces capable of including or
connecting with marginalized groups
whose employment needs are not currently met by the established employment systems.
All over Europe, there are valuable good
practice experiences in creating fruitful
collaboration between regional political
authorities and volunteers of civil society in the fight against unemployment.
But a cooperation between regional political authorities and research institutions is essential in order to identify the
good practice experiences that works
and identify how it is possible to transfer them from one particular national,
social and cultural context to another.
VERSO will develop a best practice catalogue to be used by the participating
regions, and the project will ultimately
result in a range of research-based policy recommendations in 2014. These
recommendations will identify effective forms of volunteerism, and indicate
how they can be transferred to contexts
across Europe.

