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Abstract

An innovative idea which started out with few resources, from Sapienza University of Rome, has turned
out to be a good practice. Now, in its fifth year, and having involved over 10,000 recent graduates from all
over Italy, the Italian Campus Mentis project for career guidance and training, establishes itself as a point
of reference for those who wish to develop their career and has begun to be appreciated by other nations
and other European organisms.

Campus Mentis is a project financed by the Italian Department of Youth and Civil Service, and aims to
involve the best young graduates in order to provide them with basic knowledge related to their access on
the job market. Campus Mentis is a residential formula consisting in a three days per participant of full
immersion during which youngsters are involved in several activities such as company workshops, com-
pany interviews and sport activities.

The main objective of those who approach this project is to secure a job, but in fact the main priority of
the program is to offer tools and support for an efficient process of career guidance. The numbers achieved
so far are relevant and important. There has been also an appreciable number of partnerships, more than
fifty, signed with mayor local bodies and national public institutions, as well as partner companies, which
have long surpassed 300 units which were originally participating in the project.
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1. The current economic climate

As far as the current economic scenario in
Italy and Europe over the last two years is con-
cerned, it should be said that it has been par-
ticularly negative for businesses and employ-
ment. Unemployment, which has now reached

record levels, was at 11.2% in the latest survey,
and has not been this high since 1999, which
essentially means in just one year (2012) half a
million more are out of work.

The official data relative to December
2012 — provisional and seasonally adjusted —
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increased by 0.1 points with regards to Novem-
ber and 1.8 compared to 2011. In twelve months,
unemployment rose by 19.7%, 474 thousand
units. In the last month of the survey, 100,000
positions were lost in total and the only slightly
positive note was a minor improvement regis-
tered among young people.

A new record for the unemployment rate in
Italy was confirmed by the Institute of Statis-
tics. According to the data released in 2014 by
ISTAT (Italian Institute for Statistics), the rate
rose by 11.2% for December, a rise of 0.1 per-
centage points compared to November and 1.8
points on an annual basis. The figure is the
highest since January 2004, when ISTAT began
the monthly series. In the last month of last
year, the number of unemployed reached
2,875,000 people, 4000 more compared with
November. On an annual basis, unemployment
has grown by 19.7% (474 thousand units more),
and the increase applies to both the male and
female segment.

The young, on the other hand, are in a slig-
htly better position. There are 606, 000 people
looking for work between 15 and 24 years of age
and this age band represents 10% of the popula-
tion. The youth unemployment rate, namely the
rate of unemployed out of the total employed
and looking for work, is 36.6%, down by 0.2
points with regards to November. The phenom-
enon of those not even looking for work remains
troubling: the number of inactive individuals
between 15 and 64 years of age increased at a
monthly rate of 0.6 in December and the growth
rate of the total population is recorded at 36.4%,
a growth of 0.2 points in economic terms. That
is to say, nearly four out of ten Italians are not
working or looking for work.

In regards to gender differences, the recent
past has seen a trend whereby women come off
“less unfavorably”. In fact, compared to No-
vember, unemployment in December increased
by 0.8% for men and fell by 0.7% for women. In
annual terms, unemployment has increased both
among men (+22.0%), and women (+17.1%),
but at a slower rhythm for the latter.

On the other end of the spectrum, namely
employment, at the end of last year there were
22,723,000 employed, a decrease of 0.5% with
regards to November (-104,000) and 1.2%

annually (-278,000). The fall in employment
affects both men and women and brings the
employment rate to 56.4%: the lowest figure
since January 2004 (start of historical monthly
series) and the first quarter of 2001, if we
consider the quarterly historical series. Male
unemployment rate (66%) decreased by 0.2
points in comparison to November and 1 point
on an annual basis. The female rate, at 46.8%,
fell by 0.3 points in economic terms and 0.2
points compared to twelve months earlier.

Things do not seem to be going better at EU
level. In fact, Eurozone unemployment in
December was stable at 11.7% compared to
November (Eurostat 2012). The EU is also sta-
ble at 10.7% as highlighted by Eurostat, which
underlines how in the two zones, however, un-
employment rates have increased with respect to
December 2011: +10.7% and +10% respectively.
Eurostat estimates that the number of unem-
ployed in the Eurozone reached 18.715 million,
25.926 million in the EU. Compared to Decem-
ber 2011, youth unemployment has increased by
237,000 in the EU and 303,000 in the Eurozone.
In December, the youth unemployment rate was
23.4% in the EU and 24% in the Eurozone com-
pared to 22.2% and 21.7% a year earlier. The
lowest rates are in Germany (8%), Austria
(8.5%) and The Netherlands (10%). The highest
rates are in Greece (57.6%) in October) and
Spain (55.6%). In Italy, youth unemployment
has reached its highest level at 33.6%.

As if general unemployment and youth un-
employment in particular was not enough to
worry about, the “Comitato Nazionale Univer-
sitario” (CUN — National University Council)
raised a cry of alarm about universities and
specifically a decline in the number of those
who enrolled in the last five years. In a country
like Italy where expenditure on university edu-
cation (Figure 1) is at minimum EU levels
(an estimated 1% overall) there is an inevitable
connection to a downward trend of those en-
rolling in universities.

2. Flight from university

The number of enrolled graduates, PhD
holders, academic staff, funds, all these “voic-
es” is going down: Italian universities are fac-
ing a real plight. This was revealed by the CUN
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in a document addressed to the current govern-
ment and parliament, the political forces in the
electoral competition and above all the entire
country. The document (Declaration for the
universities and research, system emergencies)
underlines that since 2009, the Fondo di finan-
ziamento ordinario (FFO — Italian Standard
Financing Fund) has fallen by 5% every year.
In ten years, the number of those enrolling
(Figure 2) has fallen from 338,482 (2003-2004)
to 280,144 (2011-2012), with a decrease of

58,000 students (-17%). This is equivalent to
the disappearance of a university such as the
University of Milan over a decade. The drop in
enrolment applies to all the territory and the
majority of universities. For 19-year-olds there
has been a lower decline: the number has re-
mained stable in the last five years, as far as
enrolment fell by 4% in three years (from 51%
in 2007-2008 to 47% in 2010-2011). This in
itself is a further crisis considering the low
level of graduates compared to the EU average.
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The official studies from Almalaurea, the
Italian graduates observatory, also turn the
spotlight to the phenomenon of school drop-
outs, which may partially help to explain the
new data. The pre-university selection is now
so strong that today only 29 nineteen-year olds
out of 100 enroll in a University study course
(ALMALAUREA 2013). If we take into ac-
count the population that finish high school,
the drop was 10%: from 74% in the early 2000 s
to 64% today.

In terms of graduates, Italy is considerably
below the OECD average: in 34th place out of
36 countries. Only 19% of 30-34 year-olds has
a degree compared with the European average
of 30%. And finally, 33.6% of those enrolled
are ongoing students who have not completed
the course in the set time whilst 17.3% do not
sit exams. The number of graduates in our
country is destined to fall further as over the
last three years, the national fund which fi-
nances scholarships has been reduced. In 2009,
national funds covered 84% of eligible stu-
dents, in 2011 the figure was 75%.

Furthermore, it should be stated that in six
years 1,195 degree courses have been scrapped
(MIUR 2013). This year, 84 bachelor courses
and 28 specialist/master courses have disap-
peared. Whilst this reduction was initially due

to rationalization measures, it now stems to a
large extent from the heavy reduction in teach-
ing staff.

Research is also not in a good position if
compared to the EU average; in Italy there are
6,000 doctoral candidates (Figure 3) less en-
rolling on PhD programs in 202 compared to
2002. The implementation of the PhD reform
laid down by the 2010 University reform is still
at the starting point and 50% of graduates pur-
sue PhD programs without scholarships.

If we analyze instead the teaching body, the
figures are even more dramatic as in only six
years (2006-2012) the number of staff was re-
duced by 22%. A further drop is predicted over
the next three years. Italy has an average 18.7
students per teacher compared with the OECD
average of 15.5 per teacher. Whilst considering
the decline in enrolment, the staff/student ra-
tio is set to widen further due to a consistent
hemorrhage of teachers no longer being em-
ployed. The fall is also due to the strong limita-
tions imposed in teaching contracts, which
each university may stipulate.

From 2001 to 2009, the State financing for
Universities, calculated in real terms adjusted
to inflation, remained stable, then after that
dropped by 5% each year, with an overall drop
for 2013 declared at about 20%. On this basis
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and in the absence of any multi-annual plan
for financing, many universities are at risk of
collapse, as observed by CUN, and neither
teaching nor research can be planned.

There is strong risk of laboratory equipment
becoming obsolete due to the curtailment of
funds: also National Interest Research Prog-
rams financing, namely funds destined for free
basic research for universities and CNR (Na-
tional Research Council), suffered constant
cuts, passing from an average 50 to 13 million
per year in 2012.

In this framework we can imagine how dif-
ficult it can be for young people to find a good
occupation in order to invert the trend of un-
employment we analyzed with the previous
data. Nevertheless, interesting initiatives have
been conducted at the national level in order to
give a chance to proficient young graduates.

3. Relaunching employment and work guid-
ance: Campus Mentis as a good practice

It is clearly very difficult to talk about the
young and new generations in this scenario
considering that investment is decreasing and
there are ever increasing cuts in culture and
research, especially university-based. However,
there have always been good practices, which
despite the crisis and the lack of confidence of
the young in the institutions and in their fu-
ture, leave a very positive note.

Campus Mentis is a very creative idea which
appeared with few resources and became a
good practice. Now, in its fifth year, and having
involved over 10,000 recent graduates from all
over Italy, the Italian Campus Mentis project
for career guidance and training establishes it-
self as a point of reference for those who wish
to deepen their professional pathway and have
begun to be appreciated by other nations and
other European organisms.

Campus Mentis is a project financed by the
Italian Presidency of the Council of Ministers,
namely by the Department of Youth and Civil
Service, aiming to involve the best young grad-
uates in order to provide them with some basic
information related to their access on the job
market. Campus Mentis is a residential for-
mula consisting in a three days per participant
of full immersion in the job market during

which youngsters are involved in several activi-
ties including company workshops, company
interviews and sport activities.

The main objective of those who participate
in this project is to secure a job, but in reality
the main priority is to offer tools and support
for an efficient process of career guidance. The
numbers achieved so far are relevant and im-
portant. There has been also an appreciable
number of partnerships, more than fifty, signed
with mayor local bodies and national public
institutions, as well as partner companies,
which have long surpassed the 300 units ac-
tively participating in the project and various
residential and non-residential events.

Fifteen residential campuses have toured
Italy from North to South, including the is-
lands. Thousands of hours of training, career
guidance and interviews have been carried out
by the participants all with a single goal: mak-
ing Campus Mentis the most important na-
tional community where young people, com-
panies and institutions can find, communicate
and interact with each other, in line with their
own expectations.

Last but not least, the web portal campus-
mentis. It has now become a reference point
for those searching and offering services relat-
ed to employment and career guidance, wheth-
er they are employment agencies, university
consortia or individual operators. Users can
easily access information even if they are not
registered.

Mentis Arena is an innovative database that
not only selects the best profiles of recent
graduates (top talent) which apply for it, but
also handles the various incoming requests
from public and private entities regarding the
potential offered by Campus Mentis.

Actually, on the contrary to what may be
implied, Campus Mentis does not act as an
employment agency, although often matching
demand/work supply occurs spontaneously but
as a physical (during the residential campus)
and virtual (within Mentis Arena) top talents
and companies meeting site. There the various
users look for each other, meet and orientate
themselves in line with the best precepts of the
Lifelong Learning program, which is the
European program for lifelong learning.
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Free participation for young graduates and
for companies therefore enables the creation of
a system where many intellectual and profes-
sional exchanges can take place, leading to a
mutual enrichment for all the various partici-
pating stakeholders.

New generations, which are often disorien-
tated by the economic and “values” crisis of-
fered to them by society, find in Campus
Mentis not only an aggregator of skills and
knowledge but also a “driver” where they can
develop their own career and future profession.

It does not only apply to young people look-
ing for their first job but also to recent gradu-
ates with high potential who are looking for
their own path, which may paradoxically get
involved in an entrepreneurial experience or
start-up for future “self-employment”.

If we analyze some data concerning the
population that has taken part in Campus
Mentis over the last year we can state, first of
all, that it is young, but not that young. In fact,
the average participant is around 26.5 years of
age, which, compared to their European cous-
ins and colleagues, seems significantly high for
those using the guidance tools and career guid-
ance at Campus Mentis.

Out of the total 10,177 registered (Figure 4),
1,828 are 26 years old, accounting for 17.96%
of the sample, whilst 1,796 who account for
17.64% are 27 years old. 11.56%, which counts

with 1,177 users are 25, but only 460, which
account for 4.52% of the total sample, are 24;
this last data only is fully embedded within the
European parameters for the use of this type of
service.

However, in support of the quality of the
population participating in Campus Mentis, it
should be mentioned that the ratio of regis-
tered/suitable applicants is 3 to 1, namely that
for every three that register only one is selected
to participate in Campus Mentis events.
It should be stated that nearly half of the sam-
ple, 47%, are currently working or have worked
over the past three months and therefore make
use of vocational guidance service whilst not
looking for their first job.

It is very useful to simultaneously analyze
the university preparation of these young peo-
ple, interpreted as their final degree classifica-
tion, which is often far above the national aver-
age for this type of activity. In fact, if we only
focus on Master degrees, which hold greater
appeal for companies, 857 users have graduat-
ed with a score of 110/110, but even more,
2,958 with 110 and summa cum laude for 29.06
percent of the total participants. That is to say,
that one of every three registered on the
Campus Mentis database has graduated with a
top classification and summa cum laude.

The element of classification is not a pa-
rameter in itself for the preparation of young
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graduates due to the significant discrepancy
that exists in the criteria used for assessment by
different Universities. However, it does reveal
that in general we are talking about a sample of
good quality.

Nevertheless, we have to point out that,
normally, the average age of Italian graduates is
pretty high if compared to the age of their
competitors all over Europe. As of the infor-
mation provided by AlmaLaurea, the average
age of a graduate in Italy is almost 27 years old,
and the main conclusion we can reach is that a

Figure 5
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system of career guidance to the job market is
definitely needed.

The following are some data extracted from
the global report on Campus Mentis project based
on the answers coming from the participants of
three years of Campuses from 2011 until 2013.

The age of the young participants to Campus
Mentis project, reported in figure 5, certainly
confirms the data of Almalaurea.

The second set of important information
comes from the level of satisfaction of the par-
ticipants. As of the information reported in
figure 6, we can say that the level of satisfaction
about the experience was high.

The third element that it is worthy pointing out
is the working condition of participants a year
after the conclusion of their Campus experience.
It is important to note that, in Italy, working
conditions are very peculiar and it is not easy to
find a good job or even a job at all. Moreover, it
is interesting to make a comparison with the in-
formation given by Almalaurea related to the
working condition a year after graduation.

In figure 7 we can see the information given
by former participants to Campus Mentis a
year after their participation in the project.

Figure 7
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Figure 8
How do you judge your participation to Campus Mentis
as regards to your working condition?
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If we sum together all percentages related to
a working condition, we obtain the appreciable
number of 70,4% that is a very interesting in-
formation if compared to the average data of
53,8% of people working after a year from
graduation coming from AlmalLaurea.

Last information that is interesting to report
is the judgment of the participants concerning
the utility of their participation in the project
related to their current working condition. As
we can see in figure 8, a large number of par-
ticipants consider their participation to the
project important for their work.
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