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Abstract: An overview of assessment strategies in an evidence-based programme aimed at promoting 
entrepreneurial skills of disadvantaged young people. Key-elements of evidence-based programs are re-
viewed and the development of a competence questionnaire to fulfil the requirements of assessments 
of evidence-based programme development practices and research based on Chorpita’s (2003) catego-
rization. The strategies of selecting scales to utilize in content validation of the ten competencies identi-
fied are provided. Self-efficacy, assertive behaviour, locus of control scales, as well as the Strengths and 
Difficulties Questionnaire (Goodman, 1997) have corroborate the content validity of  the competency 
questionnaire by providing strong correlation with required competency sub-scales at a p < 0,01 signif-
icance level. On the other hand, two alternative possible explanations are offered why self-esteem scale 
of Rosenberg (1965) did not provide any correlations.
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Introduction

The current levels of  youth unemployment in  Europe reached a  new historic high 
of 23.5% in February 2013, more than twice as high as the adult rate, with some 5.7 mil-
lion young people affected. Young people that have only completed lower secondary edu-
cation (early leavers from education and training) bear the highest risk of unemployment. 
In  2012, the  EU average youth unemployment rate was 22.8%, but reached 30.3% for 
low-skilled youth (European Commission, 2012).

An OECD report of 2012 warns that due to their lack of skills, motivation and self-
worth, this “lost generation” might have difficulties in entering the workforce even when 
the recession ends and demand for employees is higher (OECD, 2012). 
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This fuelled a proposal for Erasmus + funding concentrates on the low skilled young 
people, often classed as NEETS, (not in employment education or training) in each of the 
partner countries. We will develop a programme that will promote the skills, behaviours 
and attitudes to turn them into proactive members of society with the ability to move 
forward into education, training employment or self-employment. 

The project successful in being awarded funds was named “Reaching the lost gener-
ation”1 (RLG) and addresses the issue of the very high number of young people who are 
not in  employment and training by developing entrepreneurial skills in  young people 
between the ages of 16–24 in hard to help groups across the 4 countries partners repre-
sent: EduNet Foundation (Hungary), the Department of Entrepreneurship and Spatial 
Management of the Pedagogical University of Cracow (Poland), Euro-Training Centre 
(Germany), Train’d Up (Scotland).

In discussions regarding our current project partners came to the conclusion that al-
though the countries may be at differing levels of economic development, the issues for 
young people with barriers are the same. This project will look at the development of an 
educational programme that will help to promote the entrepreneurial skills of disadvan-
taged young people in its widest sense, moving them from reactive to proactive behav-
iours. Thus the aim of RLG is to develop a programme to promote the skills, behaviours 
and attitudes that turn NEET youth into proactive members of society with the ability to 
move forward into education, training, employment or self-employment, by providing 
a comprehensive 12-week Entrepreneurial Training programme that is flexible enough to 
cater to the diverse needs of the target group in different countries.

As all partners have extensive knowledge regarding disadvantaged youth provided 
training services to enhance employment, the first step was to identify personal traits and 
motivations which were deemed of particular importance in relation to success in busi-
ness and to be reinforced via training. The  following personal traits were singled out 
based on literature (Morris et al., 2013): a) passion (confronts opportunities and challeng-
es with strong enthusiasm and sustains a highly motivated state to reach goals); b) perse-
verance (maintaining goal-directed action even when faced with obstacles) and c) proac-
tivity (looks for opportunities, initiates and takes action, and perseveres until they have 
brought about the change they planned for). At the same time some personal motives that 
play an important role in achieving success were also identified: a) internal locus of con-
trol (the degree of conviction to which a person believes that he/she can directly affect 
an event or control an outcome); b) need for achievement (tries to accomplish difficult 
tasks – and maintains high standards in implementation) and c) self-efficacy (a person’s 
belief that they are able to do and successfully accomplish a task or specific activity). As 
the above-listed characteristics are difficult to influence in a direct fashion, we looked for 
employability competencies related to these. Utilizing the generic building blocks com-
petency model the US Department of Labour Employment & Training Administration 
(Bruinekool, 2013) the following ten competencies fitting into Tier 1 (personal compe-
tencies) and Tier 3 (workplace competencies) were delineated providing content areas 
for training:

�� Adaptability and flexibility: ability to overview and reformulate plans in order to fit 
changing conditions.

1  This project is funded by the European Union (2014-1-HU01-KA200-002376).
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�� Business thinking and awareness:  knowing where to look for information, under-
standing administration, how to allocate necessary resources in order to reach success 
in business.

�� Decisions making skills:  ability to find multiple viewpoints to evaluate alternatives 
in on an appropriate timescale, weighing possible risks.

�� Interpersonal skills: readiness to communicate and do teamwork  – ability to work 
with people from diverse backgrounds. Ability to identify own thoughts and feelings 
and communicate them; using all these skills in  conflict resolution; assertive com-
munication; active listening skills; clarification of ideas; debating skills; negotiating; 
cooperation in pair- and team-work; networking: building and maintaining good re-
lationships.

�� Problem solving: defining problems, creativity in finding solutions, efficient locating 
and use of information to generate alternative solutions (thinking outside the box).

�� Taking responsibility: willing to take accountability for actions and recognize the con-
sequences of decisions.

�� Strong initiative: looks for new opportunities, highly motivated, persistent, identify 
and choosing the best way to achieve one’s goals.

�� Planning and organizing: prioritizing in order to manage work and time effectively, 
meeting deadlines.

�� Willingness to learn: self-reflection on strengths and weaknesses; missing competen-
cies and skills are looked upon as learning opportunities; being open to acquiring new 
skills.

�� Willingness to take risks: ability to accept ambiguity and make choices even if not all 
information is available; to perform risk assessment and take considered risks, learn-
ing from past experiences.
In line with current expectations regarding evidence-based programmes and inter-

ventions the programme has incorporated several features that comply with the require-
ments of  evidence-based programmes. Literature review suggests that there is no one 
commonly accepted definition of “evidence-based” programme or practice. Most defini-
tions of “evidence-based” include common elements such as: a strong theoretical founda-
tion; practice or programme intended for a developmentally appropriate, circumscribed 
population; quality data collection and procedures; and evidence of effectiveness (Ebbole, 
2007). 

Although Sping (2007) delineates the  importance of evidence-based practice in  re-
gards to clinical practice – it is easy to reframe the benefits to the field of employabili-
ty and entrepreneurship training. One is that of quality and accountability – one of the 
central themes of  evidence-based programmes  – is to provide interventions that have 
scientifically based evidence on efficiency. A second benefit is the ability to inform poli-
cy-makers on effective interventions, provide impetus for change in a direction that has 
long-term benefits for all involved. The third advantage is that at the interface of pre-ex-
isting disciplines, spanning borders, provide transdisciplinary contacts with a common 
language and a core of knowledge that fuels development. This in turn informs the devel-
opment of an infrastructure that fills those gaps which emerge in transitioning processes 
between institutions and school-to-labour market – especially in cases of disadvantaged 
or at risk youth.
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According to Chorpita’s (2003) grouping, there are four types of research designs that 
aim to further evidence-based practice. Efficacy studies evaluate interventions in  con-
trolled research settings, while transportability studies examine the degree to which inter-
vention effects generalize to practice settings and if implementing it in a practice setting 
is feasible. The third type are dissemination studies which utilize intervention agents that 
are part of the system of service, and the fourth are system evaluation studies used to es-
tablish independence from the “investigator effect” – the sustainability of an intervention 
is investigated. The RLG project partners emphasized due to socio-cultural and economic 
differences of countries involved means that very flexible program-development is need-
ed to cater to different needs on the one hand, and this also facilitates the development 
of a program that is in line with transportability (examining the degree to which interven-
tion effects generalize to different practice settings) and dissemination (using interven-
tion agents that are part of the system of service) on the other. The use of measurement 
tools validated against standardized instruments partially fulfil some of the key require-
ments of an efficacy research, as well.

Development of assessment strategy

In order to fulfil the needs of an evidence-based programme a complex set of assess-
ment tools had to be developed and validated. An overview of the process, types of tools 
and goals of utilized assessments is provided in Figure 1.

Fig. 1. An overview of assessment strategy used to inform planning and efficiency evaluation in the 
RLG Programme
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Assessments utilized serve three goals: a) to advise appropriate planning in order to 
meet the given group’s specific needs, b) before-after intervention measures provide in-
formation on effectiveness, c) provide feedback to individual participants on their own 
strengths and areas of further development. 

In order to advise planning of  the training curriculum (lines labelled “1” in Fig. 1) 
suited to the needs of the specific group of participants two methods of assessment were 
utilized. One method, a more traditional approach is to ask participants to fill in ques-
tionnaires (SAQ in Fig. 1), the second a more unorthodox approach was to utilize ob-
servation during activities that load on the competencies to be developed in the training 
modules. This latter (“observe” in Fig. 1) may be conceptualized as a form of authentic 
assessment as data are collected while the participants are engaging in activities that sim-
ulate real-life situations (Frey, Schmitt and Allen, 2012). These assessments are repeated 
after the training process (lines labelled “2” in Fig. 1). The comparison of observation and 
self-assessment questionnaires shed light on the possible distortions between subjective 
and objective judgements of competencies (lines labelled “3” in Fig. 1).

The comparison of  the before-after treatment data (lines labelled “4”, “5” and “6” 
in Fig. 1) will provide us with one of the measures of efficiency. Optional self-assessment 
questionnaires (Opt.Q in  Fig. 1) may be employed during training delivery, and per-
son-related information on all previously mentioned data serve as important feed-back 
resources for participants to further heighten awareness of own strengths and identify 
areas for development.

Development of assessment tools

One of the main methods of assessment was observation during activities in an au-
thentic tasks. Each of the ten competencies was assessed by two activities each. Each ac-
tivity loading on two different competencies. Depending on the attribute to be observed 
some of the observation sheets contained yes-no type of checklists, whereas others con-
tained rating-scales usually with 3 points (0-1-2). Characteristically there were 3–5 facets 
for each competency to be observed, which were described in  behaviourally oriented 
terms in order to facilitate unequivocal marking of observations. Professionals delivering 
the training were prepared for this role during a “Train the trainer” event.

The other assessment method was a self-assessment regarding the ten employabili-
ty competencies identified for the purposes of the project. For this purpose a mutually 
agreed list of items regarding the ten competencies were formulated. The wording of the 
items based on the outcomes of the JET Pack (Copps, Plimmer, 2013) with four items for 
each of the ten competencies, asking for responses on a 6 point Likert-type scale (with 
endpoints of strongly agree vs. strongly disagree – utilizing emoticons). In this article we 
will focus on content validity and reliability of the latter self-assessment questionnaire.

Participants

Participants were NEET youth who were participating in a special reintegration pro-
gramme for early school-leavers. Altogether 78 students – 43 boys 35 girls – aged between 
16 years 5 months and 20 years 3 months (average age 17 years 5 months). 

Number of participants per group varied between 9 and 13.
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Measures utilized and results

As the  aim was to identify the  reliability and content validity of  the competencies 
scale, which contains 40 items on a six-point Likert type scale. For determining the con-
tent validity of the scale developed by the project we utilized standardized tests availa-
ble, that are connected to personal traits and motives that were identified as important. 
Another aspect to take into account was the below-average reading rate of participant’s. 
When attempting to determine content validity relatively shorter scales and subscales 
that have proven (Cronbach’s alpha higher than 0,75) reliability, which combined would 
not exceed 40 items.

Based on the above we chose Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale, which has ten items uti-
lizing a 4-point Likert scale (Rosenberg 1965), the self-efficacy subscale of the Individual 
Protective Factors Index (Springer and Philips 1995) consisting of seven items on a four-
point Likert scale, five items pertaining to assertiveness in social skills and seven items 
regarding locus of control from the California Healthy Kids Survey (as published in JET 
pack – Copps and Plimer 2013). The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (Goodman, 
1997) was adopted in order to be able to look at prosocial behaviours and peer relations as 
a part of social skills, having 10 items and utilizing a 3-point Likert scale.

The reliability of the scales were between 0,74 and 0,83 (Self-esteem scale alpha = 0,83; 
self-efficacy scale alpha = 0,78; locus of control scale alpha = 0,75; assertiveness scale alpha 
= 0,74). The reliability of the employability-related competencies scale was alpha = 0,87.

As all the measures proved to be acceptable we continued with identifying correlation 
between measures (Table 1).

Content validity is corroborated by the  scales, as the  assertiveness scale and 
the Strengths and Difficulties scale, both measuring interpersonal skill, not only corre-
late with each other in a significant manner, but also with the items measuring interper-
sonal skills as a  competency. The  assertiveness scale significantly correlates with most 
competencies – clearly reflecting that it is an important element underlying most other 
competencies. Although we expected that self-esteem be correlated to strong initiative, 
willingness to learn and take risks as a  self-assured stance is a  necessary quality in  all 
the competencies – the wording of  items may be one factor resulting in  this outcome. 
That is, the wording of competencies are behaviourally based, while those in the self-es-
teem scale are not. The other factor contributing to it is the area-specificity of self-esteem 
items is low, while in the case of competency items it is high. The probability that these 
two aspects are likely causes is further emphasized by the fact, that self-efficacy scale is 
highly and significantly correlated to all competencies, items on both scales being behav-
iourally rooted in their statements and expressed in a content-specific manner. Self-effi-
cacy is the belief that the person will be successful at mastering or solving a task, so it is 
an integral part of any competency. A string belief in internal control will increase self-ef-
ficacy beliefs, while an external locus of control is likely to undermine them. This strong 
correlation between the two concepts is corroborated by r = 0,7 at p < 0,01 significance 
level. The well-functioning scale which shows strong correlation to self-efficacy – should 
also correlate with locus of control. This requirements is fulfilled.
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Discussion and closing thoughts

The most frequently utilized method for gathering information – because of the ease 
of administration and high amounts of information gained are self-assessment question-
naires. The construction of a questionnaire that can serve planning and evaluation pur-
poses in an evidence-based programme is a key element – and establishing its reliability 
and content validity become highly important.

The fact that standardized tools showed strong correlations to most competencies 
where expected in  a  significant manner ensure that the  competency questionnaire is 
a scale with high utility.

In spite of all these positive elements there are some serious shortcomings, as well. 
The sample size is quite small – and would be worthwhile to utilize in non-NEET pop-
ulation to be able to gain a sample-size fit for standardization. Test-retest reliability is to 
be established, but the given population is not necessarily available for these purposes. 
Because of small sample-size identification of dimensions within the questionnaire at this 
moment is only possible at the expert level further data is necessary to facilitate statistical 
factor analysis.
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