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Abstract 

The Youth Transition project is active since 2018. It offers professional help to young people with 

special needs when making the transition to higher education or the labour market. There are more 

than 40 professionals involved that young people with special needs can rely on when learning 

about themselves in terms of their interests, their professional goals, and the limitations stemming 

from their special needs, and when needing to find information about schools, professions and job 

opportunities. Before the COVID-19 epidemic their work was based on direct contact with young 

people, their parents, their teachers, and other actors. The epidemic, however, made our 

professionals change their regular way of working practically overnight. Striving to continue their 

work with youth who are even more in need of assistance and support during crises, there were 

many challenges, starting with the problem of how to make contact. Accordingly, new, custom-

tailored ways of working had to be adopted. The paper outlines how crises such as the COVID-19 

epidemic should be dealt with. Also, the experiences of the professionals within the Youth 

Transition project are presented in terms of how they provided remote services during the 

epidemic, thus enabling the youth to continue utilising our services and support. 
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Projekt Prehod mladih v luči epidemije COVID-19 

Povzetek 

Projekt Prehod mladih je aktiven od leta 2018. Mladim s posebnimi potrebami ponuja strokovno 

pomoč pri prehodu na visoko šolstvo ali trg dela. Vključenih je več kot 40 strokovnjakov, na katere 

se lahko mladi s posebnimi potrebami zanesejo, ko se učijo o sebi glede na svoje interese, svoje 

poklicne cilje in omejitve, ki izhajajo iz njihovih posebnih potreb, in ko potrebujejo informacije o 

šolah, poklicih in možnosti za zaposlitev. Pred epidemijo COVID-19 je njihovo delo temeljilo na 

neposrednem stiku z mladimi, njihovimi starši, učitelji in drugimi akterji. Zaradi epidemije pa so 

naši strokovnjaki praktično čez noč spremenili svoj običajni način dela. V prizadevanju za 

nadaljevanje dela z mladimi, ki med krizami še bolj potrebujejo pomoč in podporo, je bilo veliko 

izzivov, začenši s problemom, kako vzpostaviti stik. V skladu s tem je bilo treba sprejeti nove, po 

meri prilagojene načine dela. Prispevek opisuje, kako je treba reševati krize, kot je epidemija 

COVID-19. Predstavljene so tudi izkušnje strokovnjakov v okviru projekta Prehod mladih v 

smislu, kako so med epidemijo zagotavljali oddaljene storitve, kar mladim omogoča, da še naprej 

uporabljajo naše storitve in podporo. 

Ključne besede: mladina, posebne potrebe, tranzicija, trg dela, delo na daljavo, epidemija  
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1 The Youth Transition project 

The Youth Transition project was initiated in 2018 by the Ministry of Labour, Family, Social 

Affairs and Equal Opportunities as a response to problems detected by vocational rehabilitation 

providers in the domain of employment of young people with special needs. Namely, the 

experiences of vocational rehabilitation providers, data from the Employment Service of Slovenia 

(ESS), and a large amount of research data showed that the share of unemployment among young 

people with special needs is significantly higher compared to the rest of the population (Tabaj, 

Dolinšek Pernovšek and Destovnik, 2016). The consequences of unemployment can be highly 

negative, manifesting in anxiety, depression, fear, apathy, irritability, oversensitivity, feelings of 

shame and guilt, avoidance of social interaction, low self-esteem, various addictions, etc. (Ule, 

2000) and are even more pronounced in young people seeking their first job. For young people 

with disabilities, making a successful transition to the labour market it is even more difficult, due 

to the additional health and other problems they face, increasing their difficulties with self-esteem.  

Analyses carried out before the launching of the Youth Transition project revealed that for young 

people with disabilities to make a successful transition to the labour market, a link is needed 

between the already-established systems dealing with the education of children with special needs 

and the employment of people with disabilities (Tabaj, Dolinšek Pernovšek and Destovnik, 2016). 

The Youth Transition project aims at filling this gap between systems that are often not operating 

in an orchestrated manner.  

The project is co-financed by the Republic of Slovenia and the European Union from the European 

Social Fund and is coordinated by the Association of Vocational Rehabilitation Providers of the 

Republic of Slovenia. Activities are performed by professional workers employed at 13 vocational 

rehabilitation providers across Slovenia. During the 2018–2021 period the project will serve 2100 

young people (younger than 29 years of age) with special needs in terms of offering opportunities 

for integration into the labour market and thus increasing their social inclusion. 

Young people who join the project are assisted on an individual basis depending on their needs in 

pursuing further education and/or in entering the labour market. There are more than 40 

professionals involved that young people with special needs can rely on when learning about 

themselves in terms of their interests, qualities, abilities and professional goals, and the limitations 

stemming from their special needs. They also help them find information about schools, 

professions and job opportunities, thus facilitating their decision-making on further education 

and/or a professional career. 

Activities are performed in cooperation with parents or caregivers, teachers and various 

institutions, such as social, healthcare and employment services, as well as non-profit 

organisations and associations. In addition, professional project workers work hand in hand with 

their colleagues from vocational rehabilitation teams. This way, permanent multidisciplinary and 

cross-sector cooperation is assured.  

2. Work on the the Youth Transition project during the COVID-19 epidemic 

Before the COVID-19 epidemic, professional workers relied on direct contact with young people, 

their parents, their teachers, and other actors. The epidemic, however, made the professional 

workers change their regular way of working practically overnight. To reorganise and adapt their 

work to the new situation, these professional workers needed not only to find new ways of 

contacting young people with special needs and employ new working methods to provide remote 

services but they also needed to take into account the psychological responses to this crisis.  
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2.1 Psychological responses to crises 

Throughout history, humans have dealt with various crises. The Slovenian Psychologists' 

Association – Društvo psihologov Slovenije (2020) describes crises as various events such as wars, 

accidents, hostile acts, serious illness or loss, terrorist acts, or other events representing a risk to a 

person’s safety and welfare. Each crisis shakes the foundations of our actions because all of a 

sudden the prior experiences that drive our usual behaviour patterns are no longer appropriate for 

successfully dealing with the new situation (Lavrič and Širn, 2016). Therefore, employing new 

behaviour patterns, thus adapting our behaviour to the new situation, is crucial.  

Tančič Grum, Roškar, Roškar, Jeriček Klanšček and Kotar (2020) define and describe two stages 

faced in crisis situations. During the first stage, the shock experienced results in denial and a 

tendency to diminish the significance of the problem. Such a reaction serves as protection against 

emotionality and allows one time to prepare for the next stage when we need to deal with the crisis. 

Our response at this stage depends on many factors, namely past experiences, our stress-

management skills, the duration of the crisis, and the sense of control we have over the situation.  

Regardless of our initial response to the crisis, prolonged overwhelming events give rise to changes 

in all areas of our operations, namely at:  

• the cognitive level (poor concentration, anxious thoughts, fearful anticipation), 

• the emotional level (constant worry, apathy, feelings of guilt, loneliness, sadness, emotional 

numbness), 

• the physical level (breathing difficulties, chest pain, headache, eating and sleeping 

disturbances), and at 

• the behavioural level (communication problems, crying, avoidance, irritability, lower 

effectiveness, loss of interest in activities) (Larson, Österdahl, 1996, in Slovenian 

Psychologists' Association, 2020). 

 

However, various professionals point out that it is important to know that all of the above are 

normal reactions to unusual events and that each individual responds to crisis events in his/her way 

(Slovenian Psychologists' Association, 2020). Because psychological responses vary from person 

to person, those treating individuals undergoing a crisis must learn to recognize the common 

reactions to a traumatic event. 

2.2 The COVID-19 epidemic as crisis and its effects on well-being and functioning  

The COVID-19 epidemic, with its scale and significant impact on the safety and welfare of people 

worldwide, certainly has all the characteristics of a crisis. During the COVID-19 epidemic, a state 

of emergency was declared and several special measures were introduced (social distancing, a ban 

on movement, suspension of many activities, distance learning, etc.). As a result, there has been 

increased uncertainty observed at the societal level as well as at the individual level.  

It is important to realize that the COVID-19 epidemic is not only a global health crisis, but that it 

has extremely far-reaching economic, political, social and psychological consequences. While the 

economic and political consequences are often discussed, there is much less talk about the social 

and psychological consequences of the epidemic and how it has endangered the lives and survival 

of many of the most vulnerable groups (Dukes et al., 2021).  

While acknowledging that there is a real danger to migrants, refugees and the world’s poorest 

countries, it is essential to point out that people with special needs have also been severely affected 

by the effects of the epidemic in most countries of the world. Dukes et al. (2021) point out that 
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they are at high risk of losing financial, institutional and health support during an epidemic, and 

are much more likely to develop anxiety and depression as a result of the COVID-19 epidemic. 

Children with special needs are particularly vulnerable. The extraordinarily high vulnerability of 

children with special needs is induced by several risk factors which, in the absence of protective 

factors, strongly influence the vulnerability of this group, such as health problems, failure in 

school, social stigma and exclusion, difficult life events, dependence on the help of others, specific 

educational approaches, etc. (Pehljan, 2020). 

Experts agree that the psychological consequences of an epidemic can be extremely severe. 

Stenovec, Štern and Rebernak (2020) point out a significantly high correlation between poor 

mental well-being during the epidemic and the following: 

• gender (female),  

• student status,  

• perception of poor health,  

• lower education, 

• certain more vulnerable groups of people, 

• people with a prior psychiatric diagnosis. 

 

As it stands in general for a crisis, it also holds for the COVID-19 epidemic: the adaptive abilities 

of an individual along with his/her psychological resilience and vulnerability are of central 

importance to mental well-being in this period (Stenovec, Štern and Rebernak, 2020).  

2.3 Project work organisation during the epidemic 

The COVID-19 epidemic and the measures related to it have had a profound impact on our lives 

and especially our work routine. The regular work of our professional workers, which is based on 

direct and frequent contact with young people, their parents or guardians, school professionals, 

and other actors involved, literally changed overnight when the measures to prevent the spread of 

COVID-19 included restrictions on movement and gathering which made permanent and direct 

face-to-face contact with the users of our services impossible.  

Therefore, to provide continuity to young people with special needs who were even more in need 

of professional help during the crisis, new working methods had to be employed or existing ones 

adapted. When searching for new ways of establishing contact and exploring the new tools and 

work methods offered by modern technology, it was also important that the professional workers 

learned about the new position young people found themselves in due to the crisis, namely any 

possible difficulties or new problems stemming from school, family, health issues, etc. 

The continuation of our work within the project was only possible via remote services. Throughout 

the epidemic, we have found that teleworking was more successful when the following were taken 

into account:  

• Analysing the needs of our service utilizers (i.e. young people with special needs) 

• Equipping professional workers for remote work 

• Equipping users for remote services 

• Choosing appropriate tools and applications  

 

2.3.1 Analysing the needs of our service utilizers (i.e. young people with special needs) 

Before starting to work with young people with special needs, the professional workers had to find 

information on their changed situation and the additional needs stemming from it. When working 
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with clients during an epidemic, one needs to take into account the main stressors affecting one’s 

perception of the epidemic and thus determine to what extent it is affecting his/her psychological 

well-being. According to Stenovec, Štern and Rebernak (2020), these are as follows: insufficient 

information, insufficient supply of and limited access to basic goods, financial losses, stigma, and 

psychological distress. 

Accordingly, our professional workers spent most of their energy providing information and 

offering help to alleviate psychological distress, in addition to the regular activities defined in the 

individual transition plan compiled when the young person entered the project. Information was 

given in a comprehensible way. Those who (due to their limitations) experienced any difficulties 

in understanding the information given to the general public were directed to web pages such as 

those of Enostavno – novice (Easy News), offered by RTV SLO (Slovenian National Radio & 

Television), where the news is posted in simple, basic language.   

Our professional workers also report that they need to offer psychological help increased during 

the epidemic. In an internal survey administered to our professional workers to analyse the remote 

work within the project during the epidemic (hereinafter: the survey), they reported that the 

majority of their clients (i.e. young people with special needs) were distressed and experienced 

worries about the whole situation during the epidemic. Furthermore, more than half of them 

observed loneliness and mental health problems in their clients. There were also cases where 

suicidal tendencies were noted. 

Our survey also showed that during the epidemic, our professional workers cooperated more with 

parents than during their regular work. Usually, it was the parents who observed maladaptive 

behaviour and mental health issues in their children stemming from the crisis, since schools were 

closed and co-operation with teachers and school counselling services were minimised as was 

cooperation with other institutions and employers. 

2.3.2 Equipping professional workers for remote work 

To establish and further provide efficient continuous remote services, our professional workers 

had to be equipped with the appropriate: 

• ICT means and support: It was crucial that they had a working laptop with a built-in camera, 

microphone and speaker or an external unit with a webcam and microphone. A stable internet 

connection was also required. A scanner and printer were not mandatory but facilitated their 

work substantially. It was also important that they had ICT support services provided by an 

ICT technician within the company. The majority of our professional workers reported that at 

the onset of the epidemic they did not feel ready to work in a crisis situation, however, they 

did have the appropriate ICT and support services, which allowed them to quickly learn how 

to use the equipment in a somewhat new way and work efficiently in the new situation. 

• Working environment: In order to work efficiently, a peaceful and orderly working 

environment was needed. According to the required measures, many professional workers 

worked from home and, therefore, having a peaceful working environment where the whole 

family worked and studied from home was rather a challenge. Almost half of our professional 

workers reported that balancing their private life with work was not easy. 

• Digital competencies: Appropriate digital competencies were also of great importance. 

Already before the epidemic, most of our professional workers used some remote 

communication tools, e.g. phone, e-mail, texting and video calls through various channels 

(Viber, WhatsApp, Signal, Telegram, etc.), as well as social networks. However, not all were 

familiar with Zoom or other similar virtual-meeting services, which were frequently used 
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during the epidemic in addition to phone calls and texting to provide continuous services. Our 

professional workers state that during the epidemic, they were very creative in using all their 

competencies in their work and acquired a great deal of new knowledge in the digital domain, 

which can be used effectively in some situations even after we return to normal circumstances. 

2.3.3 Equipping users for remote services 

Communication could not be established if only the professional workers were provided with the 

appropriate ICT, digital competencies and optimal working environment. It was of the same 

importance that the users were well equipped with the appropriate ICT, digital competencies and 

working environment to receive remote services. 

The professional workers found many problems in this area. For example, our clients did not have 

the appropriate ICT tools available or neither they nor their parents had enough skills to use them. 

In addition, there were multiple people in a household using the internet connection and, therefore, 

its stability was problematic, or two or more people had to be in an on-line conference at the same 

time in a small room, etc. Many times, the first step for our professional workers to establish 

communication was to help our clients get laptops with cameras and microphones. Schools, in 

connection with our Ministry of Education, Science and Sport, as well as many non-profit 

organisations and associations were of great help here. Furthermore, almost half of our 

professional workers reported that they had cases where their clients needed some assistance in 

acquiring basic ICT skills to receive remote services. However, we could not help them find an 

appropriate, peaceful working environment in their household if one did not exist. The only thing 

we could do was plan our on-line meetings later on in the afternoon or even in the evening or on 

weekends when parents and siblings were not as busy as they were during their usual working 

hours and school time. This, however, required our professional workers to work outside their 

normal business hours and nearly half of them reported in the survey that it was difficult to 

maintain a balance between their work and personal life when they overlapped; more than half of 

our professional workers state that they were more prone to burnout during the epidemic.  

Our professional workers additionally found out that remote services did not suit all of our clients. 

Some of them experienced difficulties in receiving remote services despite having good ICT 

equipment. They needed direct, face-to-face communication. In such instances, our professional 

workers strived to find other ways to approach them as for example meeting out in the fresh air as 

soon as it was possible or providing services at their home. 

2.3.4 Choosing appropriate tools and applications  

Once our professional workers established remote communication, they faced the challenge of 

finding and choosing the appropriate tools and applications. Our survey shows that a mixture of 

remote communication channels was used: telephone calls, SMS text messages, e-mails, social 

networks, Skype/Zoom/Microsoft Teams and other video calls and virtual meetings. When remote 

communication was complicated for some reason, even the regular postal services were used. For 

example, when an internet connection was not stable enough, a paper-pencil questionnaire was 

sent via post instead of using an on-line version. 

Wherever virtual meetings were possible, our professional workers strived to provide remote 

services similar to the usual counselling meetings; therefore, on-line applications, questionnaires 

and standardised tests were sought to continue their work according to the structured individual 

plan for each client. As professional orientation represents a great share of our work with young 

people with special needs, the application Kam in Kako (Where and How) and other e-tests 

provided by the Employment Services of Slovenia (ESS) via their lifelong career guidance point 
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were used, as were the standardised tests offered by our Center za psihodignostična sredstva 

(Center for Psychodiagnostic Means), in combination with other e-services provided by the ESS. 

Some of our professional workers also reported that Google documents and interactive sheets were 

of great use. On-line surveys and Mentimeter and Jamboard services were used less frequently. 

3 Conclusion  

The COVID-19 epidemic forced many of us to completely change our way of working and to 

become efficient users of existing modern technology. For our project, it was very important that 

our professional workers quickly adapted to the new ways of working, intending to provide 

appropriate help and continuous support to young people with special needs, who are a particularly 

vulnerable group.  

Providing remote counselling services has both pros and cons. The major disadvantage of 

providing remote services is that it cannot fully replace face-to-face communication, which is vital 

for efficient counselling and therapeutic work. Namely, during video conferences, some important 

information about our clients is lost. Because we usually see only the face and not the entire body, 

non-verbal communication cues are not as apparent. In addition, no matter how good the ICT used, 

there is always a delay between verbal and non-verbal communication, which affects information 

processing and requires more concentration (Wiederhold, 2020). Therefore, providing remote 

services during the epidemic required our professional workers to spend more energy and made 

them more tired and prone to burnout. In addition, some of our activities simply cannot be 

performed remotely, such as on-site training sessions or work tests for young people with special 

needs. Finally, our professional workers discovered that, for various reasons, remote services did 

not suit all of our clients. Some lacked appropriate ICT tools or skills, others had other limitations 

or problems with understanding, and some were simply not motivated for such work.  

However, there are also advantages to providing remote services. During the epidemic, remote 

communication provided the possibility of continuous services. Since our clients suffer from 

additional distress due to the crisis, providing continuous support is vital. Working towards 

minimizing the stress of the event, providing emotional support, and improving the individual’s 

coping strategies represented successful crisis intervention for many of our clients. In addition, 

remote services free up time otherwise used for travelling and can, therefore, be employed more 

frequently. It was also found that some clients prefer remote services, as they feel more 

comfortable in their home environment and it takes less time to receive the service. Those who are 

not confident in social interaction, for example, those with autism, were especially happy with 

remote services as they had a chance to turn the camera off when they felt too exposed. 

At any rate, after a year of sometimes more and sometimes less strict measures enabling or 

prohibiting 'normal' work with our clients, we can conclude that remote services supported by 

modern technology are not only just an option used in a crisis such as an epidemic but can also be 

successfully employed in some situations during relatively normal circumstances as for example 

prolonged individual illness or injury. Furthermore, at least some elements can be efficiently used 

during 'normal' working conditions, for example, some on-line applications or tools or when 

working with clients who are threatened by social interaction. 
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