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SUMMARY

On the basis of the author’s experience in coordinating a number of EU research
projects aimed at improving the transition from school to vocational training for
disadvantaged young people, the following paper focuses on problems in com-
paring support measures in Europe and on the practical relevance of compara-
tive EU research. The first section sets out the dilemmas in this type of Euro-
pean comparative transition research and provides an overview of research to
date. Welfare state and youth research are then used to combine the factors de-
termining the transition experience into a model. The author outlines the con-
ditions under which this model could deliver results that could provide guidance
for changes in pedagogical practice. These considerations are illustrated using
the example of the results from the Leonardo project ‘Re-Integration. Transna-
tional evaluation of social and professional re-integration programmes for young
people’. Finally, the author raises possible questions for further research and
support policy.
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The problem of the relationship between 
theory and practice in comparative transition
research on vocational education

The labour market is becoming increasingly tight, there is a long-term
shortage of on the job training places, employers are demanding more com-
plex skills profiles and higher qualifications, and growing up is becoming
increasingly complicated; all of these factors mean that, for young people
in Europe, there is a widening gap between leaving general education and
entering the workplace. The consistently high youth unemployment figures
show that there is a mismatch between the educational and employment
systems (Fig. 1). What manifests itself from the point of view of the labour
market as a skills deficit often represents, for the individual concerned, a
lifelong struggle with social, economic and cultural exclusion risk factors,
in a precarious situation. These problems may present themselves in dif-
ferent guises and pose a threat in different ways in the various Member
States of the European Union. This not only depends on the national or
regional training and labour market and the qualification output of each
education system, but is also determined by a collection of factors in youth,
social and labour policies under the welfare state, and by normative guide-
lines, which as a whole represent a variety of cultural contexts and insti-
tutionalisations. 

In order to provide support for disadvantaged young people ‘crossing
the threshold’ of integration into vocational training and/or working life, vir-
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Figure 1. Youth unemployment in Europe 2004
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tually all of the EU Member States have instituted special programmes and
measures over the past 25 years. The European Commission has provid-
ed a major impetus for this by specifically calling on the Member States,
by way of voluntary commitments, to implement appropriate measures fo-
cusing on the needs of socially marginalised groups with a view to integrat-
ing them into the labour market (European Commission, 2001). The results
included national action programmes such as the “New Deal” in the Unit-
ed Kingdom, the emergency programme ‘Jugend mit Perspektive - JUMP’
in Germany and ‘nouveaux services emplois jeunes’ in France. These kinds
of labour policy and vocational training programmes have now become rel-
evant transitional institutions for a growing number of young people. It is
estimated that around 40% of all young people in Europe who remain job-
less after completing general school education will be involved in one or
more of these programmes (Dietrich, 2003). Individually, these schemes
have been established as permanent fixtures in the national vocational ed-
ucation system, such that it could be described as a ‘System of Schemes’
(ibid.). 

Which young people in a country are at particular risk of exclusion, and
what integration strategies are developed depends first on the welfare state
system and secondly on the existing vocational education system. This re-
lates both to how ‘disadvantage’ is defined, and to the pedagogical and
political measures for combating it (cf. Pohl, Walther, no year stated, and
Evans, Niemeyer, 2004). Taking account of the place of these measures
in the training and employment landscape, the dominant social policy and
education policy legitimation pattern, the expectations of young people pre-
vailing in society and society’s attitude towards unemployment and lack
of training, these schemes to help the disadvantaged can be differentiat-
ed as follows:
• Schemes that extend mainstream school-based vocational education

and offer alternative options for learning and working on an individual
level – these schemes aim to promote personal development and to
broaden career options.

• Schemes to make up for structural deficits and a lack of availability of
training – these are based on the introduction of a subsidised structure
in parallel with the mainstream, with specific access requirements. A pre-
requisite for participation is the determination of individual deficits, and
the importance of the allocation function of the training system means
that this may have negative long-term effects with respect to social in-
tegration.

• ‘Workfare’ schemes, which focus primarily on the employability of the
participants. The proportion of general and vocational education involved
in such programmes varies, but is generally low. They generally con-
centrate on achieving economic independence as quickly as possible,
thus resulting in a comparatively short phase of youth. 

• Extending time spent in schools, in some cases in conjunction with work
experience – this aims to compensate for both the shortage of training

European journal of vocational training
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places and educational deficits, but does not address the issue of dis-
enchantment with school and the lack of vocational basis in general
schooling. 

Institutions, measures and programmes corresponding to these reasons
and plans, aiming both to develop the competences of young people and
improve their job-related skills on the one hand and to improve social co-
hesion and reduce dropout rates from training on the other, generally re-
flect a labour policy and pedagogical intention. This dual intention is rarely
adequately discussed in evaluation studies. Quality criteria are often reduced
to measurable indicators, primarily the employment rate, while the right to
education and the educational content of the measures is disproportionate-
ly harder to quantify. Nevertheless, social and cultural integration and par-
ticipation in society interact closely with access to training and the labour
market. 

The effectiveness of such measures in supporting disadvantaged young
people is of considerable interest in both pedagogical and economic terms.
The results of comparative transition research are therefore, first, of rele-
vance in terms of vocational pedagogy with regard to the development and
maintenance of corresponding long-term skills concepts, strategies and sys-
tems, including in particular for the target group of young people in difficult
learning situations. Secondly, they have relevance in social policy in terms
of the further social and individual costs of unsuccessful transitions and en-
suring social coherence. Finally, they are important with regard to the ef-
fect of standardisation trends in a European social and education policy. 

European comparative studies of this system of schemes are, howev-
er, faced with two basic questions: how can measures to support the tran-
sition from school to training and work be compared with one another at
all, given that they are based in structural and conceptual terms on the es-
tablished national vocational education systems, which vary widely from Fin-
land to Portugal? And how, in view of these large cultural and institution-
alised differences, can we produce results that may influence the actions
of politicians and educators? 

When it comes not to purely hermeneutic questions or explorative stud-
ies but to European projects backed up by policy that target changes in
pedagogical practice in the Member States – in this case, optimising the
transition to training and work – transnational comparative studies are
faced with the challenge of both elucidating the interdependence of the
subject-related emancipational and labour market-related skills dimen-
sions of the programmes and, at the same time, finding a methodolog-
ically and analytically appropriate approach to differences in education
and training systems within Europe and the related cultural differences
in transition phases. 

This can be illustrated briefly by way of an example: the aim of the Leonar-
do project ‘Re-integration – Transnational Evaluation of social and profes-
sional re-integration programmes for young people’ (http://www.biat.uni-flens-
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burg.de/biat.www/index_projekte.htm) was to draw up transcultural and
transnational quality criteria for vocational preparation measures. The tran-
scultural quality indicators identified were collaboration, reflexivity, inclusive-
ness and situated pedagogy (CRIS) (Niemeyer 2005). One particularly im-
portant aspect was the long-term establishment of mechanisms and meth-
ods for self-reflection by all those involved in the support process at all three
levels – political planning, institutional support and individual implementa-
tion. In addition to an interactive instrument for sincere self-evaluation (QSED
– Quality through Self-Evaluation and Development, Heidegger, Niemey-
er, Petersen, 2005), the results of the project included the transcultural rec-
ommendations CRIS, which take account both of cultural peculiarities and
their socio-historic context and of the practical relevance and the country-
specific approaches of the relevant education and social policy. At this point,
suffice it to clarify national differences using situated learning as an exam-
ple: programmes focusing on supporting disadvantaged young people at
the interface between school and work often make effective use of the ef-
fect of authentic work experience, seeing learning processes as a combi-
nation of growing, becoming, belonging, taking part, experience and prac-
tical action (Evans, Niemeyer, 2004). This enables learners to recognise
that their work makes a significant contribution to the whole and that they
are important participants in a group that is engaged/involved in a useful
activity. Transcultural recommendations to promote situated learning at
macrolevel – to implement it through policy and planning – relate both to
established educational institutions and to pedagogical cultures. In coun-
tries with a school-based vocational training system, situated learning chal-
lenges the established institutional boundaries. In this context, the aim of
measures to support disadvantaged young people must be to provide more
authentic work experiences and to combat the negative effects of purely
school-based learning. In countries with less formal vocational education
systems and fewer training institutions, vocational learning processes seem
to be more firmly anchored in a practical working community. Nevertheless,
in this context it is worth further developing the establishment of compe-
tences and the recognition of informally acquired skills. In addition, educa-
tion policy should aim to provide training places and develop training pro-
grammes; this is particularly true of countries where the vocational educa-
tion system is less well established, but is not only applicable to those coun-
tries. 

This example may suffice at this point to illustrate the fact that practi-
cal recommendations can only be drawn from research projects with ref-
erence to the individual national context and in collaboration with the var-
ious people involved in practice.

European journal of vocational training
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Dilemmas in European comparative transition
research

The challenges arising from the requirements of comparability, gener-
al applicability and practical relevance imposed on research into the tran-
sition between school and work can be summarised as five dilemmas.

1. Dilemma of the lack of a basis for comparison
Which young people are at risk of exclusion, at which stage of life, how

does this manifest itself and how can it be combated are very different across
Europe. The obvious national differences in relation to the organisation, struc-
ture, control and funding of the national vocational education systems do,
it is true, raise the question of which, if any, vocational education system
best prepares young people for the job market, but at the same time it can-
not be overlooked that vocational education has its historical roots in the
various national education systems and direct transfer from one country to
another is highly unlikely to produce the same results.

2. Dilemma of cultural differences
Beyond discipline-specific access routes and politically or economical-

ly based structural approaches, there appears to be a system of more in-
fluential factors that are manifested in the oft-cited ‘cultural differences’, as
can so often be seen in transnational research projects. These involve a
mesh of language, historical developments, normative guidelines and in-
stitutionalised discourse, varying emphases on which constitute national
specificities. In qualitative comparative research such cultural differences
can often be seen in considerable detail. With respect to transition research,
they go hand in hand with other features which as a whole express differ-
ent attitudes to young people and different aspects of youth, in other words
cultural differences in normative discourse regarding youth, work and skills.

3. Dilemma between employability and emancipation
Research that aims to go beyond the labour market perspective and the

associated fixation with employment figures, and instead to embrace the
subject perspective, understanding both vocational education and pre-em-
ployment support as an emancipation process aiming at maturity and par-
ticipation, requires differentiated comparative and quality criteria and a long-
term outlook. Thus, in view of the increasingly difficult labour market situ-
ation, the question should be raised of whether, in addition to employabil-
ity, more emphasis should be placed on promoting the ability to get involved
as a citizen and to overcome high-risk circumstances. From this perspec-
tive, the educational aspect of support measures is given greater weight
than the training aspect.
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4. Dilemma between structural exclusion and individual integration
In many regions of Europe, there is a serious shortage of on-the-job train-

ing options, which makes it virtually impossible even for young people leav-
ing school with good qualifications to find a training place immediately. This
can clearly be seen, for example, from the increasing importance of school-
based vocational training schemes, which have become an important op-
tion for a growing number of young people in, for example, the United King-
dom and Germany (in this regard see, for example, Hayward, 2004). More
complicated work routines lead to higher entry requirements for young school
leavers. Schemes are therefore faced with the dilemma of having to ‘treat’
structural, system-specific exclusion mechanisms on an individual level by
pedagogical means. Transition measures have a regulatory function in labour
market policy. They cannot only be seen as a refinement of teaching meth-
ods for better integration into the world of work but also act as an exten-
sion of the education system and continue its selective function, thus op-
erating as sophisticated exclusion mechanisms, legitimising selection process-
es in vocational education policy terms with pedagogical justifications. The
results of these measures have long-term effects for the participants in terms
of social participation. Here, too, there are considerable differences in the
national (and sometimes regional) design and organisation of these
processes. Structural exclusion and individual integration are given differ-
ent weightings in each cultural and institutional context.

5. Context dependence of educational practice
The issues discussed above give rise to a further dilemma: vocational

education as an educational practice is always dependent on the person
and the situation, and, as such, is culturally, socially and practically loca-
tion-dependent. Practical conclusions and political recommendations, the
intended results of research projects funded at European level, therefore
have to either be kept so general that they can relate to the cultural con-
text of all the countries involved, or be so specific that national and region-
al exceptions continually have to be made. While educational policy rec-
ommendations can be made at a general level, pedagogical concepts can-
not be developed in isolation from the relevant local historical and cultur-
al circumstances and the resultant institutional situation, and they cannot
result in changes to educational practice without local players being involved
in the implementation strategy.

Comparative transition research – an overview

A cursory examination of research comparing the transition from school
to training and work in relation to Europe makes it obvious that these dilem-
mas are not adequately reflected, though this is not true of the dilemma of
the lack of comparability of vocational education systems. The resulting re-

European journal of vocational training
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strictions, which are primarily due to the different structures and organisa-
tion of vocational education and of social security systems, are repeated-
ly emphasised. There are also complaints that research into the transition
from school to work is characterised by insufficient data (Hannan et al., 2000,
Descy, Tessaring, 2001). This is true only to a limited extent. For example,
there is no lack of statistical data, or of indicators (Lassnigg, 2005). The data
sets of the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment), LFS (Labour Force Survey), CVTS (European Continuing Vocation-
al Training Survey), UNESCO and the ILO (International Labour Office),
Cedefop, EUROSTAT and national statistics provide information regard-
ing education trajectories and transition problems, in particular mismatch-
es (see in this respect Wolbers, 2002). What is lacking, however, is the link
between macro- and micro-levels and research into the interdependence
of the two levels, particularly from the transnational perspective. Moreover,
the large quantitative studies generally relate to the mainstream, i.e. to the
standard situation represented by institutionalised education. Schemes and
programmes that aim to compensate for ‘failed’ transitions cannot, in gen-
eral, be modelled using the existing data sets. The heterogeneous project
landscape of free and private providers in this vocational education no-man’s
land obviously does not represent a statistically relevant variable.

The methodological approach to comparative transition research con-
tinues to present a major challenge (Hannan, Werquin, 2000; Niemeyer
2005a). As a general overview, two research perspectives can be identi-
fied, which tend to be differentiated by the choice of method.

The initial work in this area focused on the match between education
systems and labour market requirements (Maurice, Sellier, Silvestre, 1986;
Allmendinger, 1989; Müller, Shavit, 1998; Hannan et al., 1998). ‘A substan-
tial amount of research work within this tradition has been carried out on
the extent and nature of “matching” between both the level and content of
education/training received in full-time education and the subsequent ex-
tent it was “matched” to the job/occupation entered’ (Hannan, Werquin,
2000:107). Müller and Shavit, who investigated ‘the role of national insti-
tutional differences for occupational allocation’ within this tradition (Müller,
Shavit, 1998, p. 8-44), emphasise ‘that the effects of education in the oc-
cupational attainment process, and its impact on employment chances in
the labour force, are indeed systematically conditioned by the respective
institutional contexts. Both the magnitude and the shape of the effects vary
between countries and this variation is due, to a large extent, to differences
in the social organisation of education.’ (Müller, Shavit, 1998, p. 36). Their
results underline the relationship between the institutionalised education sys-
tem, particularly the vocational education system (‘The crucial factor ap-
pears to be the extent of vocational specificity of the educational system’
(ibid. 39)) and the labour market. However, they too specifically refer to the
established educational institutions, which represent the various national
educational systems. Initiatives, projects and extra institutional forms of vo-
cational learning, which play a crucial role in access to training for disad-
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vantaged young people, are not covered by their study, which means that
it is difficult to draw practical conclusions from it with regard to improvements
in transitional education.

Since the late 1990s, there has been a series of European compara-
tive studies focusing directly on measures to prepare young people for work.
As research and evaluation projects, they look first into the efficiency and
effectiveness of measures to prepare young people for work (see, for ex-
ample, European Commission, 1996; Brandsma, 2000; Hammer, 2003). An-
other research strand takes the subject perspective as a starting point to
investigate the requirements for a successful transition (Stauber, Walther
2001) and focuses on the alignment of (vocational) education concepts with
the specific needs of the target group of disadvantaged young people (Evans,
Niemeyer, 2004; Heidegger, Niemeyer, Petersen et al., 2005). 

These studies, too, reach the conclusion that it is above all the context
of education and work in which the qualification scheme is anchored that
makes a difference to a successful transition (Raffe, 1987; Caroleo,
Pastore, 2003; Evans, Niemeyer, 2004). The question can therefore legit-
imately be raised of whether a ‘skills offensive’ in the sense of additional
qualification schemes can be the only reaction, or an adequate reaction,
to the growing gap between the education and employment systems, or
whether it provides key qualifications for locked doors (Heikkinen, Niemeyer,
2005; Evans, Niemeyer, 2004). At the same time, it is also worth asking
whether entry into employment is sufficiently comprehensive as a gener-
al indicator of a successful transition. The validity of entry into training and
employment as a vital instrument for social integration for disadvantaged
young people is very rarely discussed, despite the fact that many of them
can only expect to enter the labour market in stages. That, in particular, is
why the personal development aspects of programmes, which focus on the
ability to manage one’s own life course and on the development of com-
petences to shape one’s own career path (Hendrich, 2002), is becoming
so important.

Nevertheless, vocational education research predominantly focuses on
the question of how deficits in competence acquisition with respect to the
requirements of the job market, whether they arise from structural problems
in the respective education system or from individual social disadvantage,
can be compensated for. This focus on issues regarding the school-to-work
transition in a relatively narrow sense means that transitional research ap-
pears to be a problem for vocational training. This, however, constitutes a
narrowing of the subject that, in my opinion, does not do justice to the com-
plexity of the processes under examination. Instead, it replicates the cur-
rent paradigm of (vocational) pedagogisation and individualisation of the
structural problem of inadequate training places and jobs and obsolete train-
ing opportunities. This is not so much a solution to the aforementioned dilem-
ma between structural exclusion and individual integration as a continua-
tion of it.

European journal of vocational training
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Transition risks in Europe

In this context, the question arises of how comparative research into the
system of schemes can take adequate account of the dilemmas discussed
above. If the design of schemes to ‘support the disadvantaged’ focuses on
‘competence development and self-emancipation’, the title of a symposium
at the 2005 ECER conference in Dublin, then recommendations for action
to change pedagogical practice can only be generated from research by
means of systematic feedback with the players in pedagogical practice. This
raises, first, the practical research question of how this feedback can be guar-
anteed and, secondly, the question of how, in view of the explicit reference
to national and/or regional peculiarities, results and findings can be word-
ed so as to have transnational relevance. This includes, for example, the
question of how the recognition that authentic work experience in a com-
mercial context provides the greatest opportunities for remotivation and rein-
tegration can be applied to education practice with street boys in Lisbon,
teenage mothers in London or market-disadvantaged groups in Mecklenburg-
Western Pomerania. 

It is true that the transnational perspective can provide a more complex
insight as part of a European research project, especially since it general-
ly also takes a transdisciplinary approach. However, this is initially a process
of individual understanding, which does not necessarily lead to general con-
clusions.

To provide a clearer picture of the comparative work needed in this con-
text, we need to sketch a model of the significance of the structural differ-
ences for young people’s transition processes, using sociological concepts
from welfare state research and youth research.

One pragmatic solution to these dilemmas is to identify factors that char-
acterise a national transition system and combine them into models cov-
ering groups of countries. The contrast in solidarity is a fundamental prin-
ciple in this, and forms the structure holding the model together. The clar-
ity of a classification depends on the extent to which it can be distinguished
from other possible classifications (see Bohnsack, 1997, p. 500). The aim
is the process of ideal-typological understanding, which always also involves
the development of a construct. In this context, the following model clari-
fies the differences in integration processes and measures, working on the
assumption that programmes to support disadvantaged young people in the
transition from school to work are rooted in the national context, in three
aspects:
(a) by the established education system, particularly by the structural and

institutional management of vocational education,
(b) by the welfare model or the prevailing social insurance system, and
(c) by the normative discourse on youth and the associated models of tran-

sition, independence and autonomy, as well as care and welfare, ex-
pressed in that discourse.
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Against the background of national classifications, features of these three
levels are combined and related to the specific socio-economic and histor-
ical context in each case. In this way, four groups of countries can be iden-
tified in Europe. The aim of this classification is not to categorise or label
national policies and practices, but experience from various Leonardo proj-
ects (Re-Integration. Transnational evaluation of social and professional rein-
tegration programmes for young people; Self-evaluation. Transnational Meth-
ods and Models for Self-Evaluation of Non-formal Personal Compe-
tences; Modules. Recognition of modules in pre-employment education; see
http://www.biat.uni-flensburg.de/biat.www/index_projekte.htm) has shown
that reference to this type of complex model of European transition systems
makes it easier to formulate appropriate recommendations for action on the
basis of research. Self-understanding processes within the research com-
munity can thus be steered and self-reflection processes encouraged.

To provide a clearer picture of the comparative work needed in the con-
text of transition research, the structural differences between national tran-
sition systems and their significance for young people’s transition
processes were compared using models, and also using comparative re-
search from other disciplines. Comparative research into the history of
Europe’s vocational education systems (Greinert, 1995), and into the de-
velopment of the welfare system (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 1996), allowed
us to identify four models into which the West European countries can be
divided. Work in comparative youth research and on social exclusion is-
sues (Stauber, Walther, 2001; Beelmann, Kieselbach, 2003), which re-
ferred in turn to Esping-Andersen’s model, were also included in the
overview.

Typologies always run the risk of over-generalisation if they are not based
on theoretical considerations, a well-founded selection of criteria and ex-
tensive analysis. It should therefore be emphasised once again that the sum-
mary in Figure 2 should be seen as an instrument for the (self)-understand-
ing process within transnational research projects. The criteria on which it
is founded are based on extensive research findings from historical voca-
tional education theory, comparative welfare state research and youth re-
search, as is summarised below.

1. Comparing European vocational education systems with regard to 
their potential for integration into training and work
The historical genesis of national vocational education systems should

be seen as the result of economic and political conflicts of interest (Grein-
ert, 1995; Müller, Shavit, 1998). Greinert (1995) develops three models, which
differ with regard to the role played by the State in controlling and steer-
ing vocational education. In the context of transition research and support
for disadvantaged young people, it is also necessary to identify the intend-
ed and unintended selection and exclusion processes inherent to the na-
tional vocational education systems, whereby the following questions need
to be asked:
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(a) Does vocational education have its own status within the national ed-
ucation system?

(b) How does it relate to general education? 
(c) How, and by which social players, is the quantitative relationship be-

tween supply and demand for training managed? Who provides train-
ing? 

(d) Who pays for training? How and by whom is training given a pedagog-
ical methodology? 

(e) What social status does vocational education have? 
(f) What social status is acquired through training?
(g) How is access to training regulated?
(h) Who is socially responsible and competent for entry into training? 

On the basis of Greinert, but with explicit reference to the connection
between transitional and vocational education structures, Heidegger dis-
tinguishes four structural models for vocational education in Europe. In so
doing, he refers (1) to the development of national economic structures, in
particular when industrialisation took place, (2) to the degree to which State
social policy takes an interventional approach, (3) the relative power of the
social partners and (4) the ‘social-democratic’ model of society as a com-
plex of causes (Heidegger, 2004, p. 175 et seq.). 

In countries with a school-based vocational education system and a strong
social democratic tradition of social policy (e.g. Finland), the normative ide-
al is that of the capable citizen for whose social security the State is respon-
sible. Vocational education is seen as part of the general education of cit-
izens and is consistently put in the hands of the State. The right to educa-
tion and training is seen as a general human right that extends universal-
ly to all young people. Even here, there are young people who are disen-
chanted with school, but measures are generally designed as temporary
alternatives to general school-based vocational education and always tar-
get a return to the mainstream. There are particular problems here with the
transition from school to work, as shown by Finland’s youth unemployment
rate, which has remained high over the long term.

In countries with a strong tradition of the market economy, the vocation-
al education sector, too, is less State-regulated (e.g. the United Kingdom).
Demand for training is regulated directly by the labour market. Training pre-
dominantly takes the form of on-the-job training, access to it depends on
recruitment practices, and certified qualifications have no generalised im-
portance. Support structures and induction programmes are also controlled
by the market, so that private training providers decide on access (see Hay-
ward, 2005). Not only do education policy measures target youth unemploy-
ment, they also aim for the recognition of a general certification system (Na-
tional Vocational Qualifications - NVQs).

In countries with a strong tradition of trade unions (e.g. Germany), the
training system was structurally regulated in consultation between employ-
ers, employees and the State, and protected by collective agreements. In

JOURNAL_EN_41.qxd:EN 41.qxd  9/14/07  1:01 PM  Page 128



Between school and work – dilemmas in European comparative 
transition research

Beatrix Niemeyer 129

these countries, vocational education has a high social status. Completion
of a course of study results in a recognised qualification status. In these coun-
tries, measures to support disadvantaged people are directly based on the
dual structures of vocational education. They focus primarily on the acqui-
sition of certificates as access entitlements, and correspondingly less sta-
tus is attached to non-job-related competences. The tradition of the joint
responsibility of the economy, the State and employers, however, often acts
to hinder the development of integrated alternatives to the highly selective
training system.

In countries which in the post-war period were strongly characterised
by national structures, it is informal structures for vocational education that
predominate, in which informal learning has a high status and recognition
and certification systems are not strongly developed. The transition phase
from school to work is also not heavily structured. Although the risk of end-
ing up with no training is high, there are extensive, often equally informal,
support and integration structures, mainly within the family, but also in the
black economy. However, vocational education is not highly regarded and
is seen as ‘second rate’ to academic education. Structural measures to sup-
port the transition into work in these countries focus on improving the pres-
tige of vocational education.

2. Findings from comparative welfare state research
Research into the sociology of the welfare state also emphasises the

interdependence between the development of social security systems and
the formation of industrial employment structures. It points to the central func-
tion of welfare state instruments in the production and reproduction of a so-
cial labour force or, in the current terminology, of workers as ‘human re-
sources’, as a vital social organisational achievement of the modern wel-
fare state (from Lessenich, 1994). 

‘State-defined framework conditions for labour market organisation re-
late not only to whether – and for whom – the now practically traditional cri-
sis in the labour market leads to a crisis in individual reproduction, but also,
and in particular, to whether – and for whom – these precarious living con-
ditions are permanent, in other words whether – and for whom – the crisis
in the labour market equates to a crisis in personal living conditions and per-
sonal life courses.’ (Lessenich, 1994, p. 225).

Measures to support the transition from school to work should there-
fore not only be seen as contributions to education and skills, but are also
rooted in national welfare and social policies. This is made clear when they
are propagated as part of an activating labour market policy along the lines
of ‘supporting and demanding’. It is therefore also worthwhile to include re-
search into welfare systems (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 1996; Lessenich, Os-
tner, 1998) in comparisons of transition systems. This analysis of welfare
state systems relates to the specific ways in which advanced capitalist
societies deal with the closely interwoven problem complexes of gainful
employment and social security (‘work and welfare’). Depending on the

JOURNAL_EN_41.qxd:EN 41.qxd  9/14/07  1:01 PM  Page 129



historical political power constellations and the history of the development
of State welfare provision, various patterns of welfare state intervention can
be perceived, which coalesce over time into relatively stable, politically in-
stitutionalised regulatory arrangements (Lessenich, Ostner, 1998, p. 11f).
According to Esping-Andersen (1998) the particular features of individual
welfare state systems can be connected with three central distinguishing
criteria:
(a) the specific significance of the three support institutions of the State, the

market and the family/household, and the interplay between public and
private forms of welfare;

(b) the quality and extent of the social rights granted, in particular the ex-
tent to which government policy restricts the commodification of the work-
force and reduces the dependence of the individual on the market (‘de-
commodification’);

(c) the structure of the social hierarchy, in other words, the specific social
distribution patterns.

Esping-Andersen differentiates between liberal (USA, Canada, Australia,
in part Denmark, Switzerland, UK), employment-based (Austria, France, Ger-
many, Italy) and universal (Norway, Sweden, in part Denmark, Finland) wel-
fare models. Leibfried (1990) and Lessenich (1994) follow up on this by ad-
vocating the addition of a fourth type of welfare status, relating to the Mediter-
ranean countries. We therefore have four structural models (Lessenich, 1994,
p. 240).

The congruence with the models of vocational education systems de-
scribed above is striking. In the ‘social-democratic’ (or universal) system,
citizenship is connected with a general right to employment, and the asso-
ciated social security structures are based on the ideal of full employment,
for which the State takes responsibility. Social security is bound to partic-
ipation in gainful employment or, for young people, to preparation for em-
ployment by participation in State-run vocational or general education pro-
vision. In the ‘conservative’ (or employment-based) model, which corresponds
to the ‘dual’ system of vocational education, the social security systems are
institutionally rooted in the insurance principle and are (in part) controlled
by the social partners. Claims for social support are, both in general and
in preparation for training, linked to the indication of individual deficits. In
the ‘liberal’ model, the State restricts itself to a low level of basic social se-
curity, and any further assistance must be ‘acquired’ individually in the con-
text of the market economy. The individual’s personal responsibility is the
ideological background for this: economic independence is given a high val-
ue, while dependence is stigmatised. The exclusion risks for both young
people and adults are therefore highly individualised. In the ‘post-authori-
tarian’ (Lessenich) or Mediterranean model, too, the State’s regulatory func-
tion is restricted. In this system, however, other social security systems, such
as the church, charities and the family, counteract the individualisation of
exclusion risks. A deregulated labour market is characterised by insecure,
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temporary forms of employment and the presence of a black economy, which
allow inclusion strategies beyond those regarded as normal in northern
Europe.

3. Findings from youth research
Current work within youth research on the transition issue, comparing

systems across Europe, points to the importance of ideological patterns and
normative basic assumptions in institutional actions, as expressed in de-
mands and expectations on young people, patterns of entry into work or
the individualisation of structural problems (Stauber, Walther, no year stat-
ed, p. 5f). In view of the fact that youth policy measures are also rooted in
the context of the welfare state system, Esping-Andersen’s model can be
used analogously to identify four types of youth system in Europe. These,
in turn, determine different patterns of interpreting youth unemployment and
the context of the transition measures implemented to combat it (see, for
example, McNeish, Loncle, 2003). In the universal system, it is claimed, it
is the ideal of individual personal development that dominates, and moti-
vation is therefore the primary aim of education and youth policy action. Young
people are faced with few restrictive normality expectations. In the liberal
system, on the other hand, it is said that the standard of a short phase of
youth followed by relatively early economic independence dominates. In em-
ployment-centred transition systems, young people are primarily seen as
students and apprentices. This goes hand in hand with the early assump-
tion of a social position in line with vocational training. In underinstitution-
alised (Mediterranean) systems, ‘youth’ has no clearly recognised status,
but is, rather, a social vacuum that is primarily compensated for by the fam-
ily (Pohl, Walther, no year stated, p. 7).

Conclusions

The vocational education, welfare system and youth research per-
spectives have been brought together to develop a conceptual frame-
work (Fig. 2), illustrating the complex relationship between employment,
education and social policies in their institutional form, practical imple-
mentation and normative effect. This model forms an analytical frame-
work for further investigation. It is an abstract model, with all the short-
comings necessarily associated with modelling, but it nevertheless clear-
ly shows that the Scandinavian, employment-based, liberal and Mediter-
ranean systems each correspond to specific transition patterns, and that
correspondingly varied intentions can be seen in the support measures.

In this context, the question of the practical relevance of European com-
parative transition research can be answered in a more differentiated man-
ner. The structural points of exclusion and inclusion differ according to the
context in each country, as does the individual pattern of how to overcome
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it. The ‘success’ or ‘failure’ of individual measures can therefore not be ful-
ly assessed using output-oriented methods based on individual criteria such
as employment rates or length of unemployment. Sustainable occupation-
al and social inclusion for ‘disadvantaged’ young people only becomes clear
in the complex synopsis of the whole framework of individual and social fac-
tors from a long-term perspective. This necessitates complex methods that
both include a transnational perspective and take sufficient account of cul-
tural differences, and are able to reproduce both structural changes and in-
dividual developments.

The table presented (Fig. 2) can be used as a basis for understanding
European research projects. It is a model that reflects how normative guide-
lines are incorporated in measures to support the transition from school to
work and also refers to the transdisciplinary aspects of comparative tran-
sition research. The design of the transition system in terms of practical ped-
agogy and education policy should take account of the depicted multidimen-
sional localisation by considering the fact that the relevant measures act
in the context of both the established social security and vocational edu-
cation systems and that the young people taking part are at a stage in their
lives when they are forming their identities, during which, alongside voca-
tional guidance and training, further-reaching normative guidelines have an
effect. 

The conceptualisation set out can also provide vital impetus for fur-
ther research. First of all, the table should be expanded to include the East
European Member States of the European Union. The question also aris-
es of the extent to which cultural differences retain their influence in view
of the current trend to dismantle State support and control systems and of
the conquest of the welfare and education system by the free market econ-
omy. How can social and education policies, which at first glance appear
to be standardising, be transformed into institutional practice in the nation-
al cultural context? And, in view of their heterogeneous history, is standard-
isation sensible and feasible? It is highly doubtful that social coherence in
the national context can be developed and maintained sustainably by means
of transnational regulations and processes. And finally, it should be borne
in mind that these considerations primarily focused on the macro- and meso-
levels of social and education policy planning and design, and excluded the
individual level of the subjects. Particularly with regard to individualised risk
profiles and diversified transitions, however, the issue of subjective mas-
tery becomes more important. �

European journal of vocational training
No 41 – 2007/2132

JOURNAL_EN_41.qxd:EN 41.qxd  9/14/07  1:01 PM  Page 132



Between school and work – dilemmas in European comparative 
transition research

Beatrix Niemeyer 133

Bibliography

Allmendinger, Jutta. Educational Systems and Labour Market Outcomes.
In: European Sociological Review, 1989, Vol. 5, No 3, p. 231-250.

Beelmann, Gert; Kieselbach, Thomas. Arbeitslosigkeit als Risiko sozialer
Ausgrenzung bei Jugendlichen in Europa. In: Aus Politik und Zeit-
geschichte, 2003 (B 06-07), p. 32-39.

Bohnsack, Ralf. Gruppendiskussionsverfahren und Milieuforschung. In:
Friebertshäuser, Barbara; Prengel, Annedore (eds.). Handbuch quali-
tative Forschungsmethoden in der Erziehungswissenschaft. Weinheim:
Juventa, 1997, p. 492-502.

Brandsma, Jittie. Training and employment perspectives for lower qualified
people. In: Training in Europe. Second report on vocational training re-
search in Europe 2000: background report. Luxemburg 2001, Vol. 3, p.
137-172. (Cedefop).

Carle, J.; Julkunen, I. Young and unemployed in Scandinavia - A Nordic
comparative study. Copenhagen: The Nordic Council of Ministries, Nord
1998, No 14.

Caroleo, Floro Ernesto; Pastore, Francesco. Youth participation in the labour
market in Germany, Spain and Sweden. In: Youth unemployment and
social exclusion in Europe. Bristol: The Policy Press, 2003, p. 109-134.

Descy, Pascaline; Tessaring, Manfred. Training and learning for compe-
tence. Second report on vocational training research in Europe: ex-
ecutive summary. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the
European Communities, 2001. (Cedefop Reference series, 5).

Dietrich, Hans. Scheme participation and employment outcome of young
unemployed people; empirical findings from nine European countries.
In: Youth unemployment and social exclusion in Europe. Bristol: The
Policy Press, 2003, p. 83-108.

Dietrich, Hans. Jugendarbeitslosigkeit und Aktive Arbeitsmarktpolitik für Ju-
gendliche in ausgewählten europäischen Staaten - Entstaatlichung oder
neue Verstaatlichung von Stratifikationssystemen? Available on the In-
ternet at the following address: http://doku.iab.de/externe/2004/k0405
11f19.pdf [as at 29.01.2007].

Esping-Andersen, Göran. The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Cam-
bridge, 1990.

Esping-Andersen, Göran. Welfare States in Transition. London, 1996.
European Commission. 2002 Employment Guidelines. Brussels, 17 Octo-

ber 2001.
European Commission. The integration of disadvantaged groups into the

labour market: European Union trends. Employment Observatory. Trends
No 27. Brussels, 1996.

Evans, Karen; Niemeyer, Beatrix. Reconnection: Countering social Exclu-
sion Through Situated Learning. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publish-
ers, 2004.

Evans, Karen; Niemeyer, Beatrix. Re-Enter and Reconnect - But whose prob-

JOURNAL_EN_41.qxd:EN 41.qxd  9/14/07  1:01 PM  Page 133



lem is it? In: Reconnection: Countering social Exclusion Through Sit-
uated Learning. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2004, p. 1-25.

Furlong, Andy; Cartmel, Fred. Unemployment, integration and marginali-
sation: a comparative perspective on 18-to-24-year olds in Finland, Swe-
den, Scotland and Spain. In: Youth unemployment and social exclusion
in Europe. Bristol: The Policy Press, 2003, p. 29-44.

Greinert, Wolf-Dietrich. Das „deutsche System” der Berufsbildung.
Geschichte, Organisation, Perspektiven. Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1995.

Hannan, Damian F. et al. The effect of national institutional differences on
education/training to work transitions in Europe: a comparative research
project (CATEWE) under the TSER programme. In: Training in Europe.
Second report on vocational training research in Europe 2000: back-
ground report. Luxembourg 2001, Vol. 3, p. 43-90. (Cedefop).

Hannan, Damian F.; Werquin, Patrick. Education and labour market
change: The dynamics of education to work transitions in Europe. A
review of the TSER Programme. In: Training in Europe. Second re-
port on vocational training research in Europe 2000: background re-
port. Luxembourg 2001, Vol. 3, p. 91-136. (Cedefop).

Hammer, Torild. (ed.). Youth unemployment and social exclusion in Europe.
A comparative study. Bristol: The policy Press, 2003.

Hayward, Geoff. Vocationalism and the decline of vocational learning in Eng-
land. In: Vocational and Business Education and Training in Europe: Qual-
ifications and the World of Work, (bwp@issue, 2004, No 7). Available
on the Internet at: http://www.bwpat.de/7eu/ [cited 29.01.07].

Heidegger, Gerald. Suggestions for Improving the Framework conditions
for Re-Enter Initiatives. European Policy Recommendations. In: Recon-
nection: Countering social Exclusion Through Situated Learning.
Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2004, p. 159-186.

Heidegger, G.; Niemeyer, B.; Petersen, W. RE-INTEGRATION - Transna-
tional evaluation of social and professional re-integration programmes
for young people. Final Report. Available on the Internet at:
http://www.biat.uni-flensburg.de/biat.www/index_projekte.htm [cited
29.01.07].

Heidegger, Gerald; Petersen, Wiebke. QSED-Quality through self-evalu-
ation and development. Available on the Internet at: http://www.biat.uni-
flensburg.de/biat.www/index_projekte.htm [29.01.2007].

Heidenreich, Martin; Schmidt, G. International vergleichende Organisations-
forschung. Opladen: Leske und Budrich, 1991.

Heikkinen, Anja; Niemeyer, Beatrix. Schlüsselqualifikationen für ver-
schlossene Türen? Eine kritische Revision neuer Lernkulturen in der eu-
ropäischen Benachteiligtenförderung. In: Neue Lernkulturen in Europa.
Wiesbaden: Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2004, p. 135-153.

Hendrich, Wolfgang. Implizites Wissen für erwerbsbiographische Gestal-
tungskompetenz. Unveröffentlichte Habilitationsschrift. Flensburg,
2002.

Julkunen, Ilse; Malmberg-Heimonen, Ira. Buffers and predictors of mental

European journal of vocational training
No 41 – 2007/2134

JOURNAL_EN_41.qxd:EN 41.qxd  9/14/07  1:01 PM  Page 134



Between school and work – dilemmas in European comparative 
transition research

Beatrix Niemeyer 135

health problems among unemployed young women in countries with dif-
ferent breadwinner models. In: Youth unemployment and social exclu-
sion in Europe. A comparative study. Bristol: The policy Press, 2003,
p. 155-172.

Lassnigg, Lorenz. Doing comparative research in policy-led international
research. Transcript of a presentation at the annual conference of the
Vocational Education and Culture Network: ‘Transforming politics of ed-
ucation and work’. Finland: Joensuu, 1.9.2005.

Leibfried, Stephan. Sozialstaat Europa? Integrationsperspektiven eu-
ropäischer Armutsregimes. Nachrichtendienst des Deutschen Vereins
für öffentliche und private Fürsorge 70, 1990, p. 295-305.

Lessenich, Stephan. ‘Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism’- oder vier? Struk-
turwandel arbeits- und sozialpolitischer Regulierungsmuster in Spanien.
In: Politische Vierteljahresschrift, 1994, No 35, Vol. 2, p. 224-244.

Lessenich, Stephan; Ostner, Ilona (Ed.). Welten des Wohlfahrtskapitalis-
mus. Der Sozialstaat in vergleichender Perspektive. Frankfurt / New York,
1998. 

Maurice, M. Methodologische Aspekte internationaler Vergleiche: zum Ansatz
des gesellschaftlichen Effekts. In: International vergleichende Organi-
sationsforschung, 1991, p. 82-90.

Maurice, M.; Sellier, F.; Silvestre, J.J. Politique d’éducation d’organisation
industrielle en France et en Allemagne. Essai d’analyse sociétal. Paris,
1982.

Müller, Walter; Shavit, Yossi. Bildung und Beruf im institutionellen Kontext.
In: Zeitschrift für Erziehungswissenschaft, 1998 (4), p. 501-534.

Müller, Walter; Shavit, Yossi. From School to Work. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1998.

McNeish, W.; Loncle, P. State policies and youth unemployment in the Eu-
ropean Union: rights, responsibilities and life-long learning. In: López
Blasco, A.; McNeish, W., Walther; A. (eds.). Young people and Con-
tradictions of Inclusion: Towards Integrated Transition Policies in Eu-
rope. Bristol: Policy Press, 2003.

Niemeyer, Beatrix. Neue Lernkulturen in Europa? Prozesse, Positionen, Per-
spektiven, Wiesbaden: Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2005.

Niemeyer, Beatrix. ‘Neue Lernkulturen’ in der Benachteiligtenförderung. In:
Neue Lernkulturen in Europa. Wiesbaden 2005(a), p. 77-93.

Niemeyer, Beatrix. KRIS-Kooperation, Reflexion, Inklusion und Situierte Päd-
agogik. Transkulturelle Empfehlungen zur Qualitätsverbesserung,
2005(b). Available on the Internet at: http://www.biat.uni-flensburg.
de/biat.www/index_projekte.htm [cited 29.01.07].

Niemeyer, Beatrix. Situated learning for social and vocational integration
in Germany. In: Reconnection: Countering social Exclusion Through
Situated Learning. Dordrecht 2004, p. 47-62.

Pohl, Axel; Walther, Andreas. Bildungsprozesse in der Jugendarbeit im Eu-
ropäischen Kontext. Expertise im Rahmen der ‘Konzeption Bildungs-

JOURNAL_EN_41.qxd:EN 41.qxd  9/14/07  1:02 PM  Page 135



bericht: vor- und außerschulische Bildung’. In: DJI (ed.). Formale und
non-formale Bildung im Kindes- und Jugendalter. Vol. 2: Expertisen,
Munich: DJI Materialien 2003, p. 230-26.

Raffe, David. The context of the youth training scheme: an analysis of its
strategy and development. In: British Journal of Education and Work,
1987, Vol. 1, p. 1-31.

Re-Integration. Transnational Evaluation of Social and Professional Re-In-
tegration Programmes for young People. A Leonardo II Reference Ma-
terial project. Final Report. Flensburg, 2005. Available on the Internet
at: http://www.biat.uni flensburg.de/biat.www/index_projekte.htm [cited
29.01.2007].

Solga, Heike. Das Paradox der integrierten Ausgrenzung von gering qual-
ifizierten Jugendlichen. In: Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, 2003 (B 21-
22), p. 19-25.

Stauber, Barbara; Walther, Andreas. Misleading Trajectories: Transition
Dilemmas of Young Adults in Europe. In: Journal of Youth Studies, 2001,
Vol. 4, No 1, 101-118.

Thematic Network funded by the European Commission under the pro-
gramme Targeted Socio Economic Research (TSER) (2001), Mislead-
ing trajectories? An Evaluation of the Unintended Effects of Labour Mar-
ket Integration Policies for Young Adults in Europe, Executive summa-
ry. Available on the Internet at: http://www.iris-egris.de/egris/tser/ [cit-
ed 29.01.2007].

Vocational and Business Education and Training in Europe: Qualifications
and the World of Work, bwp@issue No 7. Available on the Internet at:
http://www.bwpat.de/7eu/ [cited 29.01.2007].

Vranken, Jan; Frans, Mieke. Selection, social exclusion and training offers
for target groups. In: Training in Europe. Second report on vocational
training research in Europe 2000: background report. Luxemburg 2001,
Vol. 3, p. 137-172. (Cedefop).

Wolbers, Marten. Job Mismatches and their Labour Market Effects among
School-leavers in Europe. Working paper - Mannheimer Zentrum für Eu-
ropäische Sozialforschung 2002, No 47. 

European journal of vocational training
No 41 – 2007/2136

JOURNAL_EN_41.qxd:EN 41.qxd  9/14/07  1:02 PM  Page 136




