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The effect of national institutional differences on
education/training to work transitions in Europe:

a comparative research project (CATEWE)
under the TSER programme

Damian F. Hannan et al.1

Abstract
The paper presents a comparative empirical study on school to work transitions in a range of
European countries. The project (CATEWE, 1996-2000) is funded by the TSER programme.
Discussed are the main conceptual and methodological approaches, empirical data bases,
progress to date with the study and some initial results from a related earlier research project
carried out under the Leonardo da Vinci programme.

The main objectives of the CATEWE project are to:

a) develop a comparative conceptual framework to study school to work transitions in EU
countries with different institutional systems, and

b) apply that model to both comparative stock analyses of labour force surveys (LFS) in most
EU countries, and comparative flow analyses of school to work transition surveys (SLS) in
five EU countries – France, Ireland, the Netherlands, Scotland and Sweden.

To do this effectively we need to develop

c) a set of comparatively defined variables which adequately capture the complexities of school
to work transitions in France, Ireland, the Netherlands, Scotland and Sweden – as meas-
ured both by ‘flow statistics’ in their national school to work transition surveys and as
‘stock’ statistics in their national labour force surveys.

1 The ESRI coordinates the project. The following are the main researchers and research centres in
each country: participants D.F. Hannan and E. Smyth, ESRI, Dublin; D.Raffe, CES, Edinburgh; H.
Rutjes, DESAN, Amsterdam; R. van der Velden, ROA, Maastricht; M.Mansuy and P. Werquin, CEREQ,
Marseilles; W. Mueller, MZES, Mannheim.
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1. Introduction

The main reason why comparative research
on education/training to work transitions in
European countries is important is its unique
ability to assess the extent to which educa-
tion, training and labour market integration
processes are similar or different across EU
national boundaries. If the same market and
institutional processes operate in the same
way and with the same outcomes and rela-
tionships across all countries there would be
no need for comparative research. If, however,
there are important national systemic differ-
ences in the complex relationships between
individuals’ social characteristics, education/
training achievements and labour market out-
comes then it is important for both research
and policy purposes that these national dif-
ferences be elucidated. The main purpose of
the CATEWE research project is to do this.

The project builds on previous efforts in this
field to develop a more sophisticated and com-
prehensive conceptual framework for this
purpose. It constructs and uses a more com-
prehensive and standardised set of databases,
and sets out to analyse these in more detail
than previous efforts.

Four themes of that analysis appear most
relevant to the aims of Cedefop’s second re-
port on vocational training research in Eu-
rope: the issue of educational and employment
exclusion (point 7); detailed longitudinal sur-
veys of education/training to work transitions
(point 8); and the extent of ‘matching’ between
education/training contents and levels and
employment/occupational outcomes (point 9),
with particular reference to low-skilled or
poorly qualified school leavers (point 11).

The project is a comparative sociological and
economic, empirical study on school to work
transitions in a range of European countries.
It is funded by former DG122 under the TSER
programme (the CATEWE project, 1996-
2000). This paper describes the main concep-

tual and methodological approaches to the
study, the empirical databases used, progress
to date with the study and some initial re-
sults from a related earlier research project
carried out under the Leonardo (DG223) pro-
gramme. Since the research only started in
December 1997 (to December 2000) and we
have just started the analyses of the inte-
grated, comparative databases we have no
findings to report from these analyses. How-
ever we do provide some preliminary results
from an earlier related comparative research
project on early school leaving carried out
under the Leonardo, DG22 programme (1997-
98).

The main objectives of the CATEWE project
are to:

1) develop a comparative conceptual frame-
work to study school to work transitions
in EU countries with different institutional
systems, and

2) apply that model to both comparative stock
analyses of labour force surveys (LFS) in
most EU countries, and comparative flow
analyses of school to work transition sur-
veys (SLS) in five EU countries – France,
Ireland, the Netherlands, Scotland and
Sweden.

3) To do this effectively we need to develop a
set of comparatively defined variables
which adequately capture the complexities
of school to work transitions in France, Ire-
land, the Netherlands, Scotland and Swe-
den – as measured both by ‘flow statistics’
in their national school to work transition
surveys and as ‘stock’ statistics in their
national labour force surveys.

The cross-national databases on national
school leavers surveys contain almost 100
comparatively defined variables – though
with many missing variable cells for some
countries. These cover social background, ini-
tial and continuing educational/training vari-
ables, initial labour market experience vari-

2 Directorate General 12, since 2000: Directorate
General ‘Research’

3 Directorate General 22, since 2000: Directorate
General ‘Education and Culture’
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ables. In addition to analyses of current school
leavers’ and labour force surveys a limited
time series analyses of these school leavers’
surveys will be carried out for Ireland and
Scotland (1980–96) and for the Netherlands
since 1988. In addition limited analyses will
also be carried out on a comparative database
of six-year follow-up surveys (1992-98) car-
ried out in France and Ireland, and for a
shorter period of observation in Sweden.

This paper is divided into five sections:

a) the conceptual framework,

b) study design and construction of compara-
tive databases,

c) progress to date,

d) discussion of some relevant results from
an earlier related study, and

e) conclusions.

2. A conceptual framework for
comparative research on edu-
cation/training to work transi-
tions in Europe

Considering the varying institutional struc-
ture of European education/training systems
and the varying national structure of educa-
tion/training (ET) and labour market (LM)
links, comparative European research on edu-
cation to work transition is underdeveloped.
We have only an incomplete and imprecise
knowledge of the nature of the varying rela-
tionships across the different European coun-
tries, and we do not sufficiently understand
the similarities and differences in these re-
spects between EU countries, nor the mecha-
nisms that can explain them. In the follow-
ing section we will briefly discuss the major
lines of research that have been pursued,
highlighting the main gaps in existing knowl-
edge.

The most influential conceptual approach has
been that of Maurice, Sellier and Silvestre
(1982). They conducted a detailed analysis of

work organisation, job recruitment and occu-
pational career patterns in a small number
of selected French and German enterprises.
Proposing a theory of societal effects they ar-
gued that the different kinds of qualifications
which are produced in the German and
French educational systems, and their use by
German and French employers, result in com-
plex system-specific relationships between
qualifications and jobs. They describe Ger-
many as a system patterned along a qualifi-
cational space, while France is considered to
be patterned along an organisational space.
In Germany, a rather differentiated set of
widely recognised ET qualification outcomes
are produced in a bipolar educational/train-
ing system (the dual system), and these
courses and qualifications are used by employ-
ers both to organise jobs/occupations and to
allocate suitably qualified people to them. In
France, formal education is much less voca-
tionally oriented and less closely related to
the kind of work to be subsequently taken up.
Skills and qualifications required for specific
work tasks are mostly obtained (both formally
and informally) through on-the-job training
and are thus specifically tied to the needs of
individual firms. Such organisation-specific
qualifications have a less convertible value
when workers move between firms. The as-
sociation between ET qualifications achieved
and LM positions subsequently achieved is,
therefore, institutionally weaker in France
than in Germany.

More recent studies based on this national
institutional approach have generalised it by
using the more general theory of segmented
labour markets, rather than conceiving cross-
national differences as idiosyncratic ‘societal
effects’. Countries have been typified accord-
ing to the predominance of either occupational
labour markets (OLMs), as in Germany, or the
predominance of (firm) internal labour mar-
kets (ILMs), as in France or Britain. Equally
there are substantial national differences in
the relative importance of organised interest
groups, and nationally agreed corporate in-
terest mediation arrangements between em-
ployers, trade unions and governments, in
agreeing the curricula, examination processes
and qualification arrangements for ET provi-
sion systems – and the content of vocational
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education in particular. Systems where such
agreed upon education/training system ar-
rangements are institutionally linked to
‘matched’, occupationalised labour market ar-
rangements, are obviously quite different
from others where the ET system is quite au-
tonomously organised and occupational la-
bour markets are weak (see Marsden 1990;
Marsden and Ryan 1990; Ryan, Edwards and
Garonna 1991; Eyraud, Marsden and Sil-
vestre 1990). Soskice (1990; 1993) extended
these analyses by showing how institutional
variables beyond the labour market itself help
to explain the emergence of, and reliance on,
occupational qualifications that are of general
value beyond the individual firm. His com-
parative work emphasises the impact of the
structure of coordination existing in an
economy between the State, employers and
unions. He distinguishes between liberal
market economies (mainly the English speak-
ing countries) with rather decoupled educa-
tional systems and inefficient systems of vo-
cational training, industry coordinated
systems (Germany and the Scandinavian
countries), and group oriented market econo-
mies (mostly Japan).

Most of this work has been carried out within
the broader field of industrial sociology and
labour economics and is methodologically
marked by traditions most characteristic of
these fields. Most of the studies are based on
comparisons of a rather limited number of,
usually ‘core’, countries and are often re-
stricted to small samples of firms in selected
industries or locations. While this allows an
in-depth analysis of the processes across two
or three counties, or that operate within indi-
vidual firms or workplaces across countries,
the results of this approach can rarely be
widely generalised.

An alternative conceptual and methodological
approach has generally been pursued in stud-
ies more closely tied to the sociology of social
stratification or education. These studies are
usually based on national samples of individu-
als, representative of the adult population or
of selected birth cohorts. The information col-
lected generally includes social background
data on individuals, the type and level of edu-
cation and training received, and characteris-

tics of jobs and occupational careers. The most
notable examples of such life history studies
have been done in the 1970s in the US, Nor-
way, and Poland, from 1980 onwards in Ger-
many, and most recently also in the Nether-
lands and Sweden. Two comparative analyses
from this tradition of research are of particu-
lar interest for the topic of this proposal: the
studies of Allmendinger (1989) and studies
done in the context of the CASMIN project.
(See also Blossfeld and Shavit (eds.) 1993;
Shavit and Müller (eds.) 1998.)

Allmendinger (1989) studies the effects of two
specific aspects of educational systems –
stratification and standardisation – on tran-
sition into employment and on patterns of
associated work careers. Stratification refers
to the extent of segmentation of the educa-
tional system into various tracks and their
hierarchical organisation. Standardisation
refers to the degree of comparability of spe-
cific educational qualifications within a given
country in terms of the structure and content
of curricula, examination standards as well
as certification procedures. In countries like
the USA both educational differentiation/
stratification and national standardisation
are low, while Germany is almost at the op-
posite extreme. Both dimensions contribute
to the extent to which ET qualifications are
used by employers as screening devices in
selecting workers and allocating jobs to them.
In her comparative study, based on life his-
tory data from Germany, Norway and the US,
Allmendinger finds that stratification contrib-
utes to a closer link between the hierarchical
levels of educational systems and various lev-
els of work/occupational hierarchies, whereas
standardisation contributes to early work ca-
reer stability and less job search activity.

The main relevant contributions of the
CASMIN project are its successful attempt to
develop a unified conceptual framework and
a classification schema for educational and
vocational qualifications comparable for nine
European countries with different educational
systems, and its analyse of the relationships
between such educational qualifications and
occupational and class positions in the labour
market (Müller et al. 1990; Müller and Karle
1993; Ishida, Müller and Ridge 1995). The
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schema of educational qualifications is based
on the twofold distinction between hierarchi-
cal levels of education on the one hand and
the general (academic) or vocational nature
of the qualification obtained on the other.
While the empirical results indicate signifi-
cant national similarities amongst the nations
studied in the relationships between educa-
tional qualifications and labour market posi-
tions, they also show substantial national
variations apparently due to specific national
peculiarities of educational systems with their
different historical roots as well as specific
State policy interventions (particularly in the
two east European countries analysed). The
analyses also show the varying roles that edu-
cation plays in intergenerational social mo-
bility in the various countries.

An even more recent study in that research
tradition (Müller and Shavit 1998) shows how
varying national ET systems shape occupa-
tional attainment. In a comparative study of
13 European and other countries they find
considerable between-country variation in the
patterns of associations between educational
qualifications and labour market outcomes.
On the one hand, the strength of the associa-
tion between educational qualification and
occupational destinations appears to be
clearly stronger in countries with higher de-
grees of stratification and vocational spec-
ificity in the ET system. On the other hand,
the association appears to be weaker in coun-
tries with more general educational systems
and larger proportions of the youth cohort
achieving tertiary qualifications. While the
study marks a significant advance the au-
thors, however, point to several of its limita-
tions. Its design is based on ‘side by side’ com-
parisons rather than on integrated and fully
comparable data sets. It is somewhat limited
in its analyses of the school to work transi-
tion process, being cross-sectional in nature,
and labour market outcomes are measured
mainly in terms of first stable jobs. The study
is also limited in its coverage of important
variables in the school to work transition proc-
ess leading to stable employment.

While research discussed so far mainly at-
tempts to elaborate and explain similarities
and differences between countries in objective

patterns of ET-LM relationships, a few com-
parative studies have also addressed the vary-
ing subjective experiences and motivations of
individuals in their transitions from school
to work in various institutional and societal
context. Although the empirical base using
this biographical approach is still very lim-
ited a number of studies compare school to
work transitions in England and Germany
(Bynner and Roberts 1991; Evans and Heinz
1994; Roberts, Clark and Wallace 1994) and
another study compares Canada and the
United Kingdom (Ashton 1988; Ashton, Green
and Lowe 1993). The evidence shows how sig-
nificantly individual perceptions and people’s
life histories are affected by the different in-
stitutional arrangements and societal condi-
tions which structure this crucial transition
in different societies.

The main conclusions, therefore, one can draw
from available studies is that the nature of
both ET and LM systems, as well as the na-
ture of the link between them, varies across
European countries. In addition, it is clear
that these national institutional differences
have significant effects on socioeconomic in-
equalities in educational achievements, on
labour market outcomes and on individual life
course trajectories. The following appear to
be the most important dimensions of national
variation in these respects.

2.1 The degree of institutional
standardisation of ET systems

National ET systems vary in the extent to
which centralised and standardised national
curricula and examination systems exist, or
are ‘quality controlled’; and are then used for
selection/progression purposes for further
education or for labour market entry. In some
countries (e.g., Ireland), both curricula and
examination are nationally standardised, and
a pronounced emphasis is placed on educa-
tional level and on grades achieved in selec-
tion for third level education and in access to
paid employment (Breen, Hannan and
O’Leary 1995). In other countries (such as the
United States), curricula and exams are not
nationally standardised at second level,
grades are awarded on a school or district
basis and are therefore much less relevant in
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selection for further education or subsequent
labour market chances (see Rosenbaum and
Kariya 1991). It should be noted that the dif-
ferent levels of the ET system within a coun-
try may differ from each other in these re-
spects. For example, second level education
may be relatively unstandardised while third
level education may be highly standardised.

2.2 The extent and nature of
differentiation within ET systems

Differentiation within ET systems concern

a) the extent of division between general and
vocational education, and the age and de-
gree of selection into such different tracks/
streams;

b) the extent of formal differentiation or grad-
ing of educational achievement outcomes
– at each stage/level of education; the de-
gree of hierarchical ranking of educational
achievement and the nature and degree of
selection for progression to higher stages.

The degree of differentiation between aca-
demic and vocational ‘tracks’, courses or
routes varies widely across countries (see
Allmendinger 1989). The German and Dutch
systems of education/training, for example,
are highly differentiated institutionally with
parents/pupils choosing from the age of 11
onwards what type of school and educational
path is to be followed. In contrast, the Irish
and Scottish systems are much more general
and comprehensive, with relatively weak cur-
ricular tracking at second level (particularly
lower second level), although pupils may spe-
cialise to some degree in particular types of
subjects (see Hannan et al. 1993). One of the
objectives of the proposed research will be to
examine the extent to which such curricular
specialisations in the latter countries – such
as in vocational/technical subjects – have any
equivalent LM effects which correspond to the
strongly differentiated Dutch and German
systems. These national institutional varia-
tions have obvious implications for access to
appropriate vocational training and for the
degree of matching (‘content congruence’) be-
tween type of training and type of occupation
subsequently achieved.

The relative degree of hierarchical stratifica-
tion of levels of educational achievement, or
the relative significance of levels of education
achieved versus other aspects of educational
achievement, appears to be more significant
in non-differentiated systems such as in the
Irish case; though in all systems ‘level of edu-
cation’ achieved is expected to be one of the
most important variables in labour market
integration. Related to such hierarchical or-
dering of achievements is the extent to which
grades achieved in examinations are elabo-
rated (and are used in selection) – varying
from minimal ‘pass’/’fail’ distinctions to A to
D, E, F distinctions in each subject in all ex-
aminations in Ireland and Scotland (see
Breen et al. 1995).

These different aspects of differentiation vary
across EU countries – with maximal influence
of vocational/general differentiation in the
dual system countries and the Netherlands,
while in the Irish and to a lesser extent the
British and French cases the importance of
both level of education and grades achieved
in examinations are likely to be far more im-
portant in educational progression decisions
and in selection for employment. These
macro-level characteristics of ET systems are
likely not only to affect the educational pro-
gression decisions of students and their par-
ents but the nature of the whole ET-employ-
ment relationship.

The research will therefore pay particular
attention to micro-level variables which re-
flect three aspects of educational differentia-
tion: the highest stage/level of education
achieved, educational/vocational track or de-
gree of specialisation involved, and curricu-
lar level taken and grades achieved in exami-
nations.

2.3 The links between ET and LM
systems

Employers’ use of level and type of ET quali-
fications in employment decisions vary across
countries and, within countries, between sec-
tors and occupations. Employers’ evaluations
of ET outputs impact on labour market en-
trants in two ways: first, in opportunities to
obtain employment and, second, in the nature
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and level of the job obtained: whether regu-
lar or temporary, full-time or part-time, occu-
pational status and level of pay. The nature
of the link between ET and LM entry can vary
substantially: from situations of complete iso-
lation, or ‘decoupling’ of the ET system from
the LM system (in ‘liberal and open’ market
economies) to one where both systems are
highly interconnected. Drawing on a typology
developed by Hannan, Raffe and Smyth,
(1996) and presented in Figure 1, we can con-
ceptualise these links as follows:

a) strong and direct, shared interlink: Where
employers and schools/trainers are jointly
involved in the provision and delivery of
training for young people, and where both
employers and ET providers jointly agree
on education/training requirements for
specified occupations. This pattern is par-
ticularly evident in the German-speaking
countries and Denmark where there is
strong ‘content’ and ‘level congruence’ be-
tween educational outputs and labour
market intake (see Konietzka and Solga
1995);

b) collinear linkage: Here a substantial occu-
pational labour market exists, training for
specific occupational positions takes place
in second-level schools, but there is little
or no joint delivery of training for young
people moving from school to the labour
force. In the Netherlands, for example, over
1 000 detailed occupational categories, and
over 120 occupational groups can be dis-
tinguished on the basis of the level and type
of education required for entry. As a result,
there is a highly developed occupational
labour market served by a large and di-
versified set of education/training pro-
grammes provided on a full-time basis,
with a moderate to high degree of congru-
ence between course content and occupa-
tional position. Elements of such a collinear
link exist in other systems. In most coun-
tries, for instance, there is a range of pro-
fessional and higher technical positions
where specified educational programmes
at third level are required for entry;

c) no direct link but strong market signals
from schools: Although employers are not

directly involved in schooling or training,
school achievement outcomes (examina-
tions and qualifications) are publicly cer-
tified and used by employers in making
recruitment decisions. Education systems
are highly standardised but tend to be less
differentiated in terms of school type or
curricular tracking. There is a high degree
of ‘level congruence’ between educational
outputs and labour market outcomes, but
little regulated ‘content congruence’. In
addition to ‘levels’, examination grades
may be widely used in access to employ-
ment (see Breen, Hannan and O’Leary
1995). Such reliable measurements of ‘gen-
eral human capital’ are, not unexpectedly,
widely used in employment decisions. With
the exception of the American and Cana-
dian second-level systems, most of the Eng-
lish-speaking countries fall into this cat-
egory, as does France and many of the
Scandinavian countries;.

d) school placement function: a somewhat
stronger version of (c) exists in countries
like Japan, where besides open market
‘reading’ and matching of educational out-
puts to job offers, employers may be di-
rectly linked to schools by the school guid-
ance service effectively acting as job
placement officers in the employment sys-
tem. This arrangement may be supported
by, and officially acting in place of, the
State employment service, as in Japan
(Nakajima 1990; Rosenbaum and Kariya
1991);

e) no direct link and weak market signals: the
USA is the exemplar here. There is no na-
tional standardisation of the educational
system at first or second level, and second-
level education tends to be comprehensive
and relatively undifferentiated. There also
tends to be limited post-school training of
those high school graduates or dropouts
who do not go on to third level, compared
to Germany for instance (Schupp et al.
1994). On the other hand, a much higher
proportion of the cohort complete upper
second level education and go on to third-
level (or other further) education in the
USA and Canada; and the third-level sys-
tems there appear to be much more open
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and flexible in terms of part-time and ‘sec-
ond chance’ participation than is true for
Germany, the UK (see Ashton et. al. 1993)
or for Japan (Nakajima 1990). In these
cases, there appears to be both weak ‘con-
tent congruence’ and weak ‘level congru-
ence’, though high school graduates tend
to be at some advantage in relation to
school drop-outs, and third-level graduates
have clear advantages over high school
graduates (Rosenbaum and Kariya 1991).

Using the above three dimensions of national
educational systems – standardisation, differ-
entiation and ET/LM links – and crudely
dichotomising each one we can derive the fol-
lowing typology of national ET systems.

Figure 1:
As indicated there appear to be few differ-
ences between European countries in the de-

gree of standardisation of their ET systems
at second level – at least relative to the United
States. Although substantial differences do
exist in how this is achieved and the extent
to which it is centralised, for this initial pur-
pose we can regard them as standardised. The
dual system countries are highly standard-
ised and differentiated, with strong and
highly institutionalised relationships between
ET systems and employers, etc. – particularly
through the apprenticeship system. At the
other extreme is the American system – rela-
tively unstandardised, undifferentiated and
with little if any institutionalised link be-
tween the ET and the employment systems.
Most north and western European countries
fit within the standardised and moderately
to lowly differentiated box – though within
this there are substantial differences in the
extent of differentiation – particularly at up-

Figure 1: A typology of education/training systems and labour market links: cross-classifying by
level of standardisation, differentiation and link

Degree of standardisation of ET system
High Low

Degree of differentiation of ET system
High—————————————Low

Canada USA

High—————————————Low
Germany
Austria
Switzerland
Denmark

   Netherlands

           United Kingdom               Ireland
           France
           Sweden

                                                     Japan

School-work
link

Strong and direct
link (dual system)

Collinear link (diff.
ET system linked
to OLM)
Decoupled and
more general or
comprehensive ET
system but with
strong market sig-
nals
Decoupled school
but with strong
market signals and
strong placement
function
Decoupled with
weak market sig-
nals

Source: Hannan, Raffe and Smyth 1996.
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per second level, and also in the relative im-
portance of apprenticeship/’alternance’ ar-
rangements in vocational training and labour
market integration. The importance of these
institutionalised differences between national
systems in Europe will be explored below in
the section on hypotheses.

Aside from such national ET system differ-
ences ET and LM relationships are also af-
fected by labour market – particularly youth
– characteristics.

2.4 Labour market contexts and
employment decisions

The extent of differences between the adult
and youth labour markets varies across coun-
tries. In some countries, the distinctions is
more marked with young people dispropor-
tionately concentrated in particular occupa-
tions, industries or types of firms. Points of
entry into particular occupations or internal
labour markets can be aged-based with cer-
tain segments disproportionately filled by
younger workers (Ashton 1988; Ashton,
Maguire and Spilsbury 1990). In other sys-
tems such ‘youth jobs’ segmentation is very
limited. Segmentation can occur along a
number of dimensions:

The main axes of segmentation are in terms
of occupation, industry, firm size. These di-
mensions vary both within and between coun-
tries. Earlier conceptualisations of labour
market segmentation posited a dualistic di-
vision between a primary sector (with higher
paying and more secure positions) and a sec-
ondary sector (with relatively low paid unsta-
ble jobs) (see for example, Doeringer and Piore
1971; Averitt 1968). More recent approaches
have moved away from this ideal type to em-
phasise the complexity of labour market seg-
mentation (see, for example, Rubery and
Wilkinson 1994). The approach adopted in our
study draws upon these more sophisticated
accounts, focusing on the diversity of labour
market structures rather than positing a du-
alistic division.

The relative balance between occupational
(OLMs) and internal labour markets (ILMs)
is an important dimension of labour market

structure which also varies across societies
(see, for example, Marsden and Ryan 1990).
Occupational labour markets (OLMs) refer to
labour market sectors where jobs are clearly
defined in terms of content and have high lev-
els of consistency across firms and industries.
Workers in OLMs usually have educational
qualifications or skills that are transferable
from one employer to another (see Edwards
1979). In contrast, in internal labour markets
(ILMs) only lower grade jobs are usually filled
from outside the firm with mobility into most
higher grade positions taking place after a
period of training. Training tends to be firm-
specific, taking place on-the-job, and conse-
quently skills are not generally transferable
to other firms (see Doeringer and Piore 1971).
Occupational and internal labour markets
may coexist within the same national system
but the relative balance between the two
forms varies between countries. OLMs tend
to be more prevalent in Germany and the
Netherlands and less prevalent in France,
Italy and Ireland; Britain occupies an inter-
mediate position, with considerable variation
across sectors, but with a general decline in
OLMs (Maurice, Sellier and Silvestre 1982;
Marsden and Ryan 1990). However, even in
countries where ILMs are prevalent, occupa-
tional labour markets tend to operate for more
desirable LM positions, in particular profes-
sional employment.

The relative significance of occupational and
internal labour markets is not only likely to
be closely related to education/training sys-
tems but it is also likely to impact on the proc-
esses through which school leavers become
integrated into stable employment. In a gen-
eral and comprehensively oriented ET system
and in an ILM-dominated labour market
structure, new entrants to the labour market
mainly learn relevant skills on-the-job. They
are therefore more likely to enter the labour
market at lower levels of occupational
achievement, and are at a competitive disad-
vantage compared to insiders for higher re-
sponsibility posts, etc. In OLM systems a high
proportion of entrants are more likely to find
work which fits their occupationally specific
qualifications. One would, therefore, expect
that in the former case it is more difficult for
school leavers – particularly the more poorly
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qualified – to find stable employment: more
job search time, more job shifting, less secure
jobs; with unemployment more concentrated
among new entrants (Esping-Andersen 1993).
In these systems, the formation of a disad-
vantaged youth labour market segment be-
comes more likely, in particular under condi-
tions in which demand for labour is low.

The youth labour supply is, therefore, differ-
entiated by varying levels and types of edu-
cational and training experiences and quali-
fications, and the different social backgrounds
of entrants. It is the way in which employers
take account of these initial differences be-
tween potential young workers in making
employment decisions that transforms these
differences into enduring labour market op-
portunities. Thus, a crucial element in ana-
lysing the nature of labour market differen-
tiation is to determine the factors used by
employers in recruitment (and subsequent
promotion) decisions to different labour mar-
ket positions. In our analyses we pay particu-
lar attention to two general aspects of new
job applicants’ characteristics: their educa-
tional/training characteristics, as already dis-
cussed; and their ascribed, social background
characteristics – particularly gender and so-
cial class.

3. Methods: design of study

An ideal research design would involve both
stock analyses of labour force surveys – to
study the ET and labour market relation-
ships; and flow analyses of school to work
transition surveys, as well as longer, panel
surveys of early labour market histories. Ex-
isting labour force surveys contain a lot of
information on current labour force status and
more limited information on educational/
training achievements; but very little infor-
mation on educational/training or labour mar-
ket history. Nevertheless they provide the best
sources of uniform information on education/
training and labour market relationships in
all EU countries. There are no equivalent data
sources on the flows from education/training
into the labour market across EU countries,
although a small number of EU countries
carry out regular surveys of large samples of

young people who have left the educational
system and entered the labour market, sup-
plemented by follow-up surveys of their sub-
sequent labour market and education/train-
ing histories. Ideally one would like such
surveys to have much the same design and to
have a large set of comparably defined vari-
ables/measurements for all countries of inter-
est. However, data sources of this nature do
not yet exist.

The labour force surveys (LFS) provide
broadly comparable information on education/
training and labour market characteristics
across all EU countries. As such, the LFS is
extremely useful in assessing the relationship
between ET and LM systems across Europe.
However, its usefulness as a data source for
analysing transition behaviour is limited in
a number of respects. First, most of the con-
ventional labour force surveys have only lim-
ited information on education and training
characteristics, and the categories used may
also obscure important cross-national varia-
tions in education/training and labour mar-
ket integration systems. Second, many such
surveys have little or no information on the
first jobs of young entrants to the labour mar-
ket or subsequent detailed work histories.
Third, because the sample covers all age
groups, this may result in a very small
number of labour market entrants in any
given year. This makes it impossible to ana-
lyse country differences in the nature of the
initial transition process. Fourth, these sur-
veys rarely have information on the social
background of respondents, thus obscuring
variation between different groups of young
people in the nature of the transition proc-
ess. However, the national coverage of these
surveys, their large sample sizes and compa-
rable variable definitions mean that detailed
comparative analyses can be carried out on
the relationships between educational/train-
ing qualifications and current labour market
statuses for different age/sex groupings in all
EU countries. This kind of comparative analy-
sis allows us to ground our SLS flow analyses
of five EU countries within the wider EU sys-
tem.

Surveys of school (or third-level) leavers (SLS)
have much more potential for the analysis of
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school to work transitions. These surveys al-
low us to examine in detail the relationship
between social background, education/train-
ing characteristics and early labour market
experience. This information can be supple-
mented by analyses of youth cohort or follow-
up surveys, which give a more complete pic-
ture of the impact of education/training on
longer periods of labour market experience.
Since countries vary significantly in the pace,
timing and patterns of the transition process,
it is important to use longitudinal data to ana-
lyse the complexity of life histories among
young people. In addition, changes in educa-
tion/training policy and secular shifts in the
economy will result in differences between
cohorts of young people in their employment
chances, access to further education and
training, and so on. The school leavers’ sur-
veys are available for several points in time,
allowing us to study the differences between
cohorts of young people. However, such regu-
lar national school leavers’ surveys are only
carried out in a limited number of countries:
France, the Netherlands, Ireland, the United
Kingdom (Scotland), Sweden.

Although these surveys have not been de-
signed to be comparable, they have substan-
tial similarities. The five surveys comprise a
year-group survey (Sweden), a labour market
entrants’ survey (France) and three follow-up
school leavers’ surveys – Ireland, Scotland
and the Netherlands. Four of these surveys
cover a cross-section of young people; the fifth
(French) survey is targeted on leavers from
specific courses. The surveys vary in the
number and timing of follow-ups, and in the
data they collect. For example, the most re-
cent comparable surveys cover:

a) Scotland: young people who left ‘general’
secondary education in 1993-94 (although
some may have taken up various mixtures
of general and vocational courses), sur-
veyed in the spring of 1995. Vocational
courses (FE colleges), apprenticeships and
training schemes, as well as higher educa-
tion, all count as destinations;

b) Ireland: young people who left secondary
education in 1995-96, surveyed in autumn
1997. This includes those who left Junior

or Leaving Certificate (including vocational
and applied) and post-leaving certificate
courses in 1995-96. Other (post-secondary)
vocational courses count as destinations,
together with apprenticeships, training
schemes and third level education;

c) France: young people who left general or
vocational full-time (excluding general
baccalaureat and agricultural courses) or
apprenticeships in 1993-94. The survey
was conducted in spring 1997 but the des-
tinations in the data set refer to autumn
1996. Unlike the other surveys, the French
(CEREQ) survey is based on labour mar-
ket entry groups and does not include those
who continued in the education system –
for example, at university (see Becker et
al. 1999);

d) The Netherlands: young people who left
secondary education (including MBO)
courses in 1995-96, surveyed in autumn
1997. The data set excludes those who
reentered another form of secondary edu-
cation (e.g. those who entered MBO). Ap-
prenticeships count as destinations, to-
gether with higher education;

e) Sweden: young people who completed
lower-secondary education in 1993, sur-
veyed in spring 1997. Since most upper-
secondary courses lasted two or three
years, most sample members who entered
upper-secondary education had left by the
time of the survey, but a few were still
there.

Therefore, while each survey covers a sample
of young people in a given period after mak-
ing a transition, the length of this period and,
more importantly, the destination definitions
of the transition, vary across countries. How-
ever, each survey effectively covers the school-
to-work transition process – either prospec-
tively or retrospectively – and therefore
provide relatively sound comparable data-
bases.

An inherent defect of the proposed study will
be that its design neglects the direct observa-
tion of the behaviour of one crucial group of
actors decisively influencing the ET-LM rela-
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tionship on the side of labour demand: the
strategies and selection preferences of em-
ployers in their personnel recruitment and job
allocation decisions, which – as we have out-
lined above – are very likely to vary across
countries. We recognise the importance of
such information on the demand side of the
labour market, and we will draw on research
done by others on these issues insofar as this
is possible.

The research maximises the potential of the
labour force survey to ground our specific
analysis in the broader European context, and
uses the school leavers’ surveys in the five
countries to develop a conceptual and meth-
odological framework for analysing youth
transitions across Europe. One aspired objec-
tive of our research is to help move the exist-
ing national surveys towards greater compa-
rability, as well as to help the development of
such surveys in other EU countries initiating
surveys of school leavers – for example, in
Belgium and Portugal.

This research develops upon a substantial
body of comparative research already carried
out by the project partners. The network made
an exploratory attempt to construct a com-
mon dataset, using a small number of vari-
ables for the Dutch, Irish and Scottish data
on school leavers at one point in time (1991)
(Hannan et al. 1993). In addition, a common
dataset covering a range of variables has been
developed for the Irish and Scottish surveys
over the period 1980 to 1991 (Smyth and
Surridge 1995; 1996). Two of the project part-
ners (CES and ESRI) have carried out re-
search for OECD on developing a conceptual
framework for examining school to work tran-
sitions and have been involved in planning
meetings for the OECD’s current Thematic
review on transitions from initial education
to working life (see Hannan, Raffe and Smyth
1996). In addition four of the project partners
(CES, Edinburgh; ESRI, Dublin; DESAN,
Amsterdam; CEREQ, Marseilles) have com-
pleted a four nation comparative study on
early school leaving for DG22 under the
Leonardo surveys and analysis programme
(1996-98.). This comparative research is based
on a four-nation comparative dataset of school
leavers’ surveys in France, Ireland, the Neth-

erlands and Scotland. Some results from this
comparative study are given at the end of this
paper.

The following figure broadly indicates the type
of information which will be used from the
school leavers’ surveys.

Data sources:
School leavers’ surveys for France, Ireland,
Netherlands, Scotland, Sweden. Integration of
three to five year follow-up surveys where
available.
Sample characteristics:
National samples of secondary level school
system leavers.
Education and training characteristics:
Level achieved; type of school/curriculum;
general versus vocational education; vocational
speciality; examination outcomes.
Individual and background characteristics:
Age, gender, age of completion of education;
parental socio-economic status and education
for some national surveys.
Labour market entry characteristics:
Labour force characteristics for first year in the
labour market. Work careers available in follow-
up surveys for three to six years in the labour
force for France, Ireland and Sweden.
Labour market ‘success’:
Employment status; type of job (full or part-
time); occupation; industry, wages.
Periods covered:
1980 onwards for Ireland, Scotland; 1988
onwards for the Netherlands. Current data for
Sweden and France.
Other outcomes:
Household status; marital status; migration
characteristics, etc.

Country selection

The selection of countries included in the
study is partly based on the fact that these
are the main countries that carry out school
leavers’ surveys on a regular basis and that
researchers from these countries have been
cooperating to explore their potential for com-
parative analyses. (Pottier 1993; Raffe 1993;
Hannan et al. 1993; Smyth and Surridge
1995; 1996; Hannan, Raffe and Smyth 1996).
The countries included do not represent all



56

Damian F. Hannan et al.

the important dimensions of variation in ET
and LM links in Europe but do differ substan-
tially in these respects.

Ireland is perhaps at one extreme of the con-
tinuum where the second-level educational
system is dominated by the vertically organ-
ised ‘general education model’, with a low level
of horizontal, curricular/examination differ-
entiation. Most schools are privately owned
and managed, though highly State regulated.
The curriculum and examination system is
highly centralised and standardised (by State
regulation), with State examination results
being the main ‘market signals’. The devel-
opment of more general rather than specific
(vocational) human capital is emphasised.
The second level ET system is neither insti-
tutionally linked to employers nor formally
differentiated to cater for occupational labour
markets, although there has been some re-
cent expansion of vocational training courses
at upper second level. Although there are
practically no institutional links between
schools and labour markets, third level entry
requirements and employment selection pro-
cedures pay particular attention both to level
of examination taken as to grades in such ex-
aminations (Breen et al. 1995), with appar-
ently little attention to vocationally specific
specialisations, except in a limited range of
craft and professional occupations.

In Scotland secondary schools are State-run
and comprehensive (except for a very small
private sector). The curriculum is general and
follows national guidelines. There are voca-
tional elements in the curriculum, but they
are integrated into the general curriculum.
There is no occupational specialisation or
tracking as in some continental countries.
Schools may have links with employers – for
example, in the provision of ‘work experience’
which all secondary pupils are expected to
obtain – but these tend to support the broadly
general objectives of schools. This relative
absence of formal curricular differentiation
means that in Scottish, as in Irish, schools
the vertical dimension is dominant. Progres-
sion either into further education or into the
labour market is strongly influenced by the
level of attainment in ‘academic’ examinations
taken at the ages of 16, 17 and 18. In the past,

the main exception was that younger (16-year
old) school leavers sometimes had an advan-
tage compared to older school leavers, because
of their opportunity to enter age-restricted
apprenticeships or training opportunities.
These opportunities have declined, and a
majority of young people now stay at school
beyond 16.

In contrast to Ireland, the Scottish system
offers vocational alternatives to school at the
upper-secondary level. Further education
(FE) colleges provide full-time courses, typi-
cally in broad occupational areas or in ‘trans-
ferable’ skill areas such as catering or busi-
ness and administration. Many younger
school leavers enter work-based training pro-
grammes (apprenticeships or youth training
programmes known as ‘skillseekers’) which
may include part-time studying at FE col-
leges. This training is typically occupation-
(or employer-) specific. It is based on stand-
ards which are, in principle, ‘employer-led’.
Within this work-based sector ‘horizontal’ dif-
ferentiation is more important (Raffe 1992).
As in the rest of the UK, the labour market in
Scotland is weakly regulated and structurally
diverse; it is not easily classified in terms of
ILMs or OLMs, although some studies (such
as Marsden and Ryan 1990) characterise the
UK in terms of decaying OLMs.

Traditionally, the educational system in
France was strongly dominated by schools of
general orientation with little formal voca-
tional training. Since World War II, France
has developed a vocational training system
at all levels, which is closely connected to the
general education system: training of work-
ers and employees at the end of the first cycle
(CAP, BEP), technical baccalaureate, then
further training as technicians (BTS, DUT).
Today more than 40% of school leavers have
a technical or vocational diploma. Whereas
general education is of greater value within
the education system, technical and voca-
tional diplomas have better recognition on the
labour market. In large French firms, the pre-
dominance of internal labour markets has led
to poor qualification/occupational ‘matching’
at entry level and to a late articulation be-
tween qualifications and job classifications.
However, the current employment crisis has
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mostly penalised young people and led public
authorities to promote measures developing
sequences of school-based and in-company
training courses alternately (e.g. BAC profes-
sional, apprenticeships extended to technical
and engineering training, and a range of work/
school based training arrangements).

With the growing shortage of jobs, decision-
makers adopted a certain number of meas-
ures supporting labour-market entry. These
interventions are focused strongly on the in-
terface between the educational system and
the labour market which has two important
consequences. The first one is that the very
existence and content of these measures, of-
ten based on ‘alternance’ models, reveals ap-
parent deficiencies in the existing educational
and training system. The second consequence
is that some of these programmes designed
to assist labour-market entry, based on
alternance training approaches, have had
feedback effects on initial education/training,
– encouraging further reorganisation accord-
ing to the new public model. All processes at
work in France attest to a significant change
in the conception of the aims of the educa-
tional system, now vested with a double mis-
sion: the traditional one of transmitting
knowledge, and the more recent one of fulfill-
ing a broader social function through the de-
velopment of more vocationally relevant and
effective education/training for labour-market
entry, especially amongst young people with
particular difficulties.

In some respects, the Netherlands is similar
to Germany. The Dutch educational system
is highly differentiated and standardised. It
also has a strong vocational component, which
at the same time is strongly segmented hori-
zontally in many vocational specialities and
a similar degree of stratification of general
education. In contrast to Germany, however,
the vocational training system of the Nether-
lands is school-based, has a low degree of over-
lap with workplaces and also much lower
employer involvement. Besides school-based
vocational training, it also has a system of
apprenticeship, although small in comparison
to Germany. This has, of course, consequences
for the structure of the labour market. Re-
cent research shows that ILMs and OLMs

have almost equal shares in the Dutch
economy (Dekker, de Grip and Heijke 1994).

These characterisations of countries will prob-
ably need revision with further analyses. At
this stage, however, they may be sufficient to
indicate the variation across the countries in
the main variables and outcomes of interest.

4. Progress to date: construc-
tion of the comparative
databases.

Four main issues arose in constructing a com-
parative database from five national school
leavers’ surveys:

a) definition of populations and samples;

b) timing of interviews – in terms of years in
which school leavers were sampled and in
terms of post-school labour market expo-
sure;

c) variable definitions and specifications; and

d) overall design of database.

Population/samples. The population aimed at
is all full-time initial second level system
leavers – rather than school leavers. The con-
cept of second level system leavers is used
because of possible confusion where some po-
tential respondents leave one school or school
type, and enter another second level one – par-
ticularly in highly differentiated systems such
as the Netherlands where national surveys
made this possible. Such ‘reentry’ school
leavers are excluded from the comparatively
defined population/sample. They are included
only when they subsequently exit the total
system. We therefore aimed only to include
those who leave the full-time second level sys-
tem for the first time (‘initial’ leavers). Those
who leave but who continue in post-school,
part-time education or training are, however,
included – this generally ‘mixed status’ being
regarded as a ‘post-school’ destination.

The selection of samples for the national sur-
veys may be from national registration lists
or through a process of initially sampling
schools/systems and then ‘school leavers’
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within these schools. In most cases the sam-
ple is designed to cover all those who left the
full-time second level system in the preced-
ing academic year – i.e. those sampled and
interviewed in May 1998 would have com-
pleted their initial full-time second level edu-
cation in the academic year1996/97. Most are
then in a ‘post-school’ status (usually on the
labour market or in further education or train-
ing) for at least nine months to a year. Inter-
views at that point are designed to measure
respondents’ ‘post-school’ education, training
and labour market outcomes and experiences
subsequent to leaving school.

For the most recently surveyed, the samples
include all those who left (completed course
or left during course) their initial full-time
(second level) education in the 1993/94 ses-
sion in France and Scotland, and the 1995/96
educational session in Ireland and the Neth-
erlands. The samples of respondents selected
were interviewed between one year to one and
a half years subsequent to their completion
of second level education. The surveys were
carried out by personal interviews in Ireland,
by mailed questionnaires in France and Scot-
land and mostly by telephone interviews in
the Netherlands.

4.1 Variable list and definitions in
common database

Essentially we need as much detailed com-
parative information as possible on five ar-
eas;

a) the social background of school leavers;
b) their educational/training experiences and

achievements/qualifications;
c) the nature and extent of post-school edu-

cation and training;
d) their labour market experiences and out-

comes; and
e) their current household formation patterns

and migration experience.

There are ca.100 comparatively defined vari-
ables in the combined datasets (see Appen-
dix):

a) the social background of school leavers
(about 15 variables);

b) household status and, to a limited extent,
migration status (about 5 variables);

c) educational background/achievement
(about 12 variables);

d) post-school education, training achieved
(about 26 variables);

e) current employment status characteristics
(about 20 variables);

f) labour force history characteristics since
leaving full-time education (about 20 vari-
ables). See Appendix for details of common
variables.

Clarifying these definitions and concepts took
some time and intensive discussion; and in
coming to common definitions we lost some
important information. For instance, because
the Irish and Scottish surveys covered only
school leavers’ defined in a conventional way,
all post-school youth training and further edu-
cation (in, e.g. further education colleges) is
defined as a ‘destination’ for school leavers
and, since a significant proportion of these are
still in training or further education at the
time of the interview (a year later) we have
no information on their subsequent labour
market outcomes. One way to correct this is
to follow up such initial school leavers for a
number of years (five or six) to measure such
long-term outcomes. This is done periodically
in a number of countries (UK – including Scot-
land, France, Ireland, the Netherlands and
Sweden).

National surveys varied significantly in the
nature and extent of social background data
gathered. While the usual socio-demographic
data (age, sex, age of completion of schooling)
is present, there is a lot of missing data on
social class of origin (for only two countries),
ethnicity (for one country only), educational
level of parents (two countries), employment
status of parents (three countries). The more
complex, multivariate analyses using these
variables cannot, therefore, be as comprehen-
sive as we would have wished. One of the main
aims of future collaboration would be to in-
crease the comprehensiveness and compara-
bility of variables covered.

Educational experiences and achievements are
generally well covered in most surveys: type
of school and curricular track, highest level of
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education achieved (CASMIN and ISCED
measures); type of qualification achieved –
vocational/technical or academic/general;
grades/awards achieved in examinations and/
or detailed educational achievement levels –
i.e. from incomplete lower second level, ‘failed’
lower second level, ‘passed’ lower second level
examination, to ‘passed’ or got ‘honours’ in
upper second level examination. (See Appen-
dix for details of variables covered by country).

4.1.1 Post-second level education and
training

Extent and nature of participation, type and
level of course; full-time or part-time, degree
of vocational/occupational specificity of
course, length of course, whether successfully
completed, type and level of qualification
achieved, etc. Extent to which education in-
volved work experience and nature of work
experience; apprenticeship training; extent
and nature of involvement in ‘mixed statuses’
– (work and education). There is significant
variation in variable coverage by country.

4.1.2 Labour market outcomes

Labour market entry outcomes: initial and
current employment status. Extent of employ-
ment/unemployment; characteristics of jobs
– occupation, industry, earnings, etc.; location
of first and current job, etc. Details of the com-
bined variable list are in the Appendix.

4.2 Time series

The most extensive information is available
for the current (1993/94 to 1996/97) SLS
databases. France (CEREQ) has carried out
school leavers’ surveys since the early and mid
1970s. Most of these, however, are only par-

tial samples of the population of leavers – the
French samples are excluded from the time
series. For Ireland and Scotland such national
school leavers’ surveys have been carried out
since 1970/71 in Scotland and 1980 in Ireland
– and in both cases sampling is national and
covers all second level leavers. The first na-
tional sample for the Netherlands is available
from 1988 only. The Dutch sample is very
large, is nationwide and comprehensive but
is not initially selected as a national sample.
Since it, however, covers all institutional dis-
tinctions, all regions and all levels of second
level leavers it can be reweighted to approxi-
mate a national sample. The following table
indicates the time series being used.

Table 1
As already indicated the current, late 1990s,
comparative data set has been constructed.
The time series was constructed in Septem-
ber 1999, and analyses have started on the
current database.

4.3 Construction of comparative labour
force survey (LFS) datasets
(coordinated by MZES, Mannheim)

Two data sources are used for LFS analyses:
the EU community LFS through data re-
quests to Eurostat in Luxembourg, and na-
tional micro data sets for Germany and the
SLS project countries (France, Ireland, the
Netherlands, United Kingdom, SW) and some
other EU countries (Denmark, Spain, Italy,
Austria and Portugal). LFS surveys for two
time points will be used for most of these coun-
tries (from early 1980s and mid-1990s). Both
cross-sectional stock analyses and some re-
stricted synthetic ‘flow analyses’ will be car-
ried out – using expected minimum age of
completion of highest level of education
achieved, and consequent estimate of amount

Table 1: T ime series of SLS surveys in Scotland, Ireland and the Netherlands

Year of Survey Scotland Ireland The Netherlands
1979/80 a (1979) a(1980) -
1985 a a -
1989 a a a
1993 a a a
(Current) 1995/97 a (1995) a(1997) a(1997)
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of time in the labour force. The European
Community LFS (CLFS) provides a common
database for the most important labour force
characteristics for all EU countries. It is lim-
ited in its coverage of educational and train-
ing variables, and has very limited retrospec-
tive data. Access to individual level micro data
is only by request to Eurostat. The individual
national labour force surveys generally have
much more information – though variable
coverage and cross-national comparability of
variables differs widely. In most cases, how-
ever, anonymised micro data sets are avail-
able from national census offices. In the
CATEWE project, these micro data sets are
now available at MZES, Mannheim – with the
full set of comparable variable specifications
to be completed shortly. Obviously much more
complex analyses can be carried out on such
a comparative European micro data set.

4.4 Progress on analyses of LFS and
SLS surveys

Substantial progress has already (June 1999)
been made in the analyses of the CLFS, and
in both assembling and aligning the country
level LFS micro data sets. Analyses of the
CLFS has already commenced and – papers
are being prepared for the September transi-
tion in youth (TIY) conference in September
1999 in Oslo. First drafts of five papers re-
porting analyses have already been discussed
and critiqued (June 1999):

a) changes in educational participation and
qualifications over time in EU countries;

b) national differences in youth labour mar-
kets and in transition trajectories;

c) ‘gradualism’ in labour market entry: dou-
ble statuses in transitions;

d) labour market segmentation and the struc-
ture of youth employment in EU countries;

e) educational achievement and initial labour
market outcomes: national and institu-
tional contextual effects.

Reanalyses and redrafts of these papers were
prepared and second and more comprehen-
sive drafts were given at the European TIY4

conference in September 1999. It is hoped to

publish the contents of these papers in jour-
nal articles as soon as possible thereafter.5
These analyses of the European Community
LFS (CLFS), dealing as they do with all EU
countries, will set the wider context for both
the more detailed analyses possible with the
individual country LFS micro data sets as well
as the five country SLS data analyses. These
later micro data LFS studies started in late
1999 and are to be completed by mid-2000.
The analyses of the current SLS has already
started and analyses of the time series and
comparative follow-up surveys started in Sep-
tember 1999.

4.5 Analyses of school leavers surveys

The four country comparative database
(France, Ireland, the Netherlands, Scotland)
of current (1995-97) school leavers surveys
was constructed by the end of March 1999.
Swedish data was added in August 1999.

Construction of the time series data sets has
started but will not be completed until end of
June 1999. The construction of the French-
Irish six year follow-up comparative data set
has also started but will not be completed
until September 1999.6

Analyses of the current four-nation data set
started in May 1999. A division of labour on
analyses has been agreed, with first drafts of
papers reporting results to be completed by

4 The European network on Transitions in Youth
(TIY) has been holding annual European research
workshops/conferences on education/work relation-
ships and transitions since 1993. Initially funded
by the European Science Foundation (1994-96) the
subsequent workshops have been partly supported
by national funding in Ireland, Scotland and in
1999 in Norway. Copies of workshop papers up to
1996 are available from the ESF in Strasbourg,
from 1996 from CEREQ Marseilles, from 1997 from
the ESRI Dublin, from the CES, University of
Edinburgh in 1998.

5 Copies of papers now available as CATEWE
Working Papers, from Mannheimer Zentrum für
Europäische Sozialforschung (MZES), University
of Mannheim, Postfach 10-34-62, D-68131
Mannheim.

6 This paper refers to the project results available
until mid-1999.
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September 1st in time for the September TIY
international workshop:

i) Comparative analyses of the relationships
between initial educational/training
achievements and ‘post-school’ educa-
tional and training outcomes;

ii) Comparative analyses of the relationship
between educational/training achieve-
ments and post-school labour market out-
comes;

iii) Comparative analyses of the relationships
between initial educational/training out-
comes, initial labour market integration
processes and the extent to which State
training/employment schemes mediate
difficulties in transition;

iv) Comparative analyses of gender and so-
cial class inequalities in educational
achievements and in education-to-work
transitions;

v) Comparative analyses of both youth/adult
and general labour market segmentation
processes in the five countries;

vi) Comparative analyses of the nature and
extent of labour market exclusionary proc-
esses amongst the least qualified.

As of mid 1999 there were no results from
these analyses. But the papers were subse-
quently revised and are now available as
CATEWE working papers.7

One clear result, however, is the fact that it
has proved possible to construct cross-nation-
ally comparable microdatabases from both
national labour force surveys and school
leavers surveys. Although there are serious
missing data problems for some important
variables (particularly social background vari-
ables) in the school leavers’ surveys this da-
tabase is still a very rich one for research and
policy purposes. The earlier Leonardo study,
reporting analyses of a more restricted cross-
national data set based on the same type of
surveys, however, indicated some important
policy relevant results and conclusions. Some
of these will be discussed next.

5. Results and conclusions

Although there are as yet no results from our
analyses of the CATEWE comparative
databases some conclusions from our work on
comparative database construction are impor-
tant. In addition some results and conclusions
from an earlier, though more restricted, com-
parative study of school to work transitions
amongst early school leavers, under the
Leonardo surveys and analyses programme,
(1997-98, VTLMT8) appear very relevant.

Two comparative micro data sets on school to
work transitions have been or are being con-
structed using existing national surveys. The
first is based on national labour force surveys
for most European countries. The Eurostat
Community LFS data set is available only for
a limited set of variables, and in any case is
not directly accessible to the research com-
munity – although Eurostat has been very
helpful in making detailed cross-tabulations
available. The national data sets are gener-
ally much more comprehensive and, for most
EU countries, are available as anonymised
data sets to the research community. So a com-
paratively defined LFS data set is being set
up for the majority of EU States. The initial
work on the CLFS (Eurostat) database indi-
cates not just the value of cross-sectional
analyses of the existing variables, but also the
value of constructing and using other more
complex variables – for instance, in using ex-
pected ages of graduation and entry to the
labour market in identifying recent (young)
entrants to the labour market – to estimate
differences in labour market outcomes for

7 Available as a CATEWE working paper from the
ESRI, 4 Burlington Rd., Dublin 4, April 2000.

8 Vocational Training and Labour Market
Transitions. This was a project funded under the
Leonardo ‘Surveys and Analyses’ programme,
DG22, 1996-98. Contract N° – IRL/96/1/10074/EA/
III.2.a/FP1. Final report Dec. 1998. The research
project was based on comparative analyses of
school leavers surveys in France, Ireland, the
Netherlands and Scotland – primarily focusing on
the education–labour market relationship amongst
those who left full-time education before complet-
ing upper second level. The project was coordinated
by ESRI, Dublin in partnership with CES, Uni-
versity of Edinburgh; DESAN, Amsterdam; and
CEREQ Marseilles.
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young versus older labour market entrants.
These analyses show clearly the underutilised
value of the existing labour force surveys for
research and policy analyses purposes.

The second main methodological finding is
that the existing national school leavers’ sur-
veys carried out in five EU countries (France,
Ireland, the Netherlands, United Kingdom
(Scotland), Sweden) – and prospectively in
Belgium (Flanders) and Portugal – provide a
rich comparative database for studying the
longitudinal/panel aspects of school to work
transition processes in a range of EU coun-
tries. These mainly cover the post-school edu-
cation/training and labour market history
characteristics of school leavers for one to one
and a half years after they complete their sec-
ond level education. Combined with the cross-
sectional LFS analyses of current status char-
acteristics of individuals these detailed ‘flow
data’ on educational and labour market his-
tory provide for very comprehensive analyses
of school to work transitions across the Euro-
pean Union.

Although there are many sample and vari-
able comparability problems arising from
constructing a comparative database from
such national surveys – with many ‘missing
data’ gaps, for instance – both the process
itself of constructing such a database and the
initial raw results illustrate clearly the ad-
vantages of such approaches. In construct-
ing comparatively defined, meaningful vari-
ables – which capture both the common and,
as far as possible, the unique in each system
– overarching concepts and variables need
to respecified in ways that are not otherwise
obvious. For instance the concept of ‘level of
education’ does not always make clear
whether the person reaching level ‘x’ has
actually taken and ‘passed’ the relevant ex-
amination at that level. Equally, differences
in the significance of different national ways
of measuring educational achievement –
whether, for instance, grades achieved in ex-
aminations, or ‘levels’ taken in courses/cur-
ricula are important/relevant – have to be
dealt with in ways that are not always re-
vealed in cross-national surveys where the
lowest common denominator approach to
variable definitions is often used.

Besides these comparative data construction
issues, one of the main advantages of such
cross-cultural (or cross-national institutional)
studies is the classically stated advantage of
additional insight into national characteris-
tics gained from comparing one national sys-
tem to another quite different one. By shed-
ding normal ethnocentric conceptualisations
engendered by national studies or even by lim-
ited comparisons with similar type systems,
intensive comparative studies much more
clearly reveal national differences. For in-
stance, the overarching significance of ‘grades
achieved’ in examinations in the Irish, and to
a lesser extent in the Scottish system, in se-
lection/progression to higher levels of educa-
tion/training and into the labour market – and
their apparent lesser significance in the Dutch
or French systems – illustrate clear national
system differences in educational assessment
and selection. The relative significance of
these different kinds of selection mechanisms
becomes very obvious in any detailed compari-
sons – but they are very easy to miss in less
detailed ones. The necessity to specify a wider
range of social background, educational, train-
ing and labour market variables to capture
the most relevant aspects of each national
system, while at the same time trying to in-
tegrate these into an overarching, common set
of concepts/measures is one of the main tasks
of such detailed comparative analyses. Hope-
fully, these initial findings will show more in-
sight and lead to a more comprehensive com-
parative analyses than would otherwise be
the case.

The Leonardo VTLMT study – 1997-98

The earlier comparative European study of
school to work transitions using school leavers
surveys was funded under the DG22 Leonardo
(Surveys and Analyses) programme (VTLMT9

1996 to 1998). The empirical analyses were
based on a comparative data set based on
school leavers’ surveys in France (1995), Ire-
land, the Netherlands and Scotland (1993).

9 Vocational training and labour market transi-
tions in Europe – coordinated by ESRI, Dublin in
partnership with CES, University of Edinburgh;
DESAN, Amsterdam,; CEREQ, Marseilles.



63

The effect of national institutional differences on ET to work transitions in Europe

The main focus of the study was on the rela-
tionships between initial educational/training
outcomes and qualifications amongst school
leavers and subsequent, post-school, labour
market and education/training outcomes. In
this case the main interest was in ‘early school
leavers’ or those who left the educational sys-
tem with no or poor qualifications. The final
results and conclusions are included in the
final VTLMT report to DG22 in December
1998, and are to be published as separate jour-
nal articles.

Four main hypotheses guided the analyses:

1. gender and social class inequalities in the
type and level of educational achievement
are greater in the Netherlands – the coun-
try with the most differentiated and selec-
tive ET system (Blossfeld and Shavit 1993);

2. the educational qualification distinctions
amongst ‘early school leavers’ (or, more
technically, lower second level leavers) –
in terms of examination grades or ‘pass’/
’fail’ distinctions – will almost have the
same effect on labour market entry as the
distinction between lower and upper sec-
ond level leavers (Breen, Hannan and
O’Leary 1995);

3. controlling for educational level and grades
achieved in examinations, it is expected
that those specialising in vocational/tech-
nical curricular ‘tracks’ will have signifi-
cant labour market advantages over those
in general tracks (Shavit and Mueller
1998);

4. the labour market effects of educational
failure (early ‘dropout’ or ‘fail’ in lower sec-
ond level examinations) are expected to be
greater in national systems with less dif-
ferentiated ET systems and less
‘occupationalised’ labour markets; i.e. more
serious in Ireland and less serious in the
Netherlands.

Main results

While the proportion of those leaving school
in Scotland with only a lower second level
qualification or less (40%) were almost twice

as high as in the other three countries, the
extent of post- school education/training par-
ticipation rates were much higher there – so
reducing national differences considerably.
Such post-school provision and participation
for the most poorly qualified was lowest in
Ireland – with less than one in four of early
school leavers entering alternative education/
training pathways compared to almost one in
two for their Scottish counterparts. There are
then substantial national differences in the
provision for and participation in such post-
school ET interventions.

Gender and class of origin differences in lev-
els of educational achievement are much
greater in Ireland than in the Netherlands or
Scotland. Irish lower level leavers, particu-
larly those without qualifications, are more
likely to be male, working class and have par-
ents that are unemployed. At least in terms
of the first major educational transition there-
fore, our main hypothesis is not supported:
the least differentiated system – though one
with strong inter-school competitive effects
(Smyth 1999) – is the most gender and class
discriminatory. The Irish system is also the
most highly unidimensionally stratified – a
highly hierarchical general system. It appears
as if the highly differentiated and early se-
lective Dutch ET systems have both lower
initial educational failure rates amongst the
total school entry cohort, but also class and
gender selectivity appears to be lower at that
basic level. Of course in terms of type of edu-
cation/training and in terms of later progres-
sive transitions – such as to the completion
of upper second level or entry to third level –
these national differences may be reversed.

The four countries differ substantially in the
level and quality of post-school ‘corrective’ ET
and active labour market provision. Labour
market entry (whether at work or looking for
work) is most likely to be almost the only op-
portunity available in Ireland for those not
going on to third level. There is a much more
elaborated, State funded and better organised
set of both ET and work-based training/em-
ployment scheme provision in Scotland. Em-
ployment chances are maximised in the Neth-
erlands but alternatives to unemployment
through apprenticeships and State training/
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employment schemes are much richer. France
equally, although with the lowest employment
chances for early leavers, has the most elabo-
rated and best funded system of post- school
training. The extent and nature of State in-
tervention in the labour market for early and
poorly qualified school leavers is, therefore,
one of the most variable aspects of school to
work interventions.

What effect has examination performance on
labour market access or access to more valu-
able post-school ET pathways? In fact ‘pass-
ing’10 lower second level examinations – so
distinguishing between those who either left
school before taking the examination or hav-
ing ‘failed’ the examination and others who
at least got a ‘passing grade’ in such lower
second level examinations – has a significant
positive effect on employment chances in all
four countries; and in all except France on
access to apprenticeships also. For other less
valuable traineeships or post-school training/
employment schemes the effects are negative
for Ireland only – a not unexpected result
given that recruitment to these schemes is
targeted on the more poorly qualified with the
poorest employment histories in Ireland.
What is significant here as in some other re-
search (see Breen, Hannan and O’Leary 1995)
is that level of performance in lower second
level examinations is almost as important in
labour market access as proceeding to upper
second level, particularly amongst those with
below average educational performance.

A State policy geared to maximising upper
second level educational participation, with-
out paying equal attention to improving the
basic educational performance levels at pri-
mary and early post-primary levels, appears
therefore to be a seriously mistaken one.
There is little added value in keeping young
people with poor performance histories in

school up to 17 or 18 unless basic educational
achievement levels significantly improve.
Improving the basic educational and personal
and social development skills of the lower
performing 10 to 20% of the cohort at lower
second level is a far more fundamental edu-
cational goal than just increasing the compul-
sory ages of attendance to 17 or 18. The sec-
ond hypothesis is, therefore, strongly
supported.

Are there effective alternatives to vocation/
technical tracks or post-school vocational
training programmes – such as apprentice-
ships – in non-differentiated systems such as
the Irish or British ones up to age 16 ? Re-
cent research has corrected for earlier nega-
tive assessments of assignment to vocational/
technical ‘tracks’ within the more general and
more comprehensive systems of the English-
speaking countries – particularly for ‘non-col-
lege’ bound youth – (Shavit and Mueller 1998;
Kerckhoff et al. 1998 Hannan and O’Riain
1996). Effectively these results indicate that
although such vocational/technical ‘tracking’
may divert a significant proportion of work-
ing class children away from proceeding to
upper second and into third level education
(and so increase social class inequality at
these higher levels) successfully completing
such programmes does in most (though not
all) cases increase access to skilled manual
and service employment – or in escaping from
the lower skilled and less secure sectors of
the youth labour market. Our results strongly
support the latter view. Such specialisation
in second level, vocational/technical subjects
significantly increases access to skilled
manual occupations for males in all four coun-
tries– though it has no effect on employment
access as such, controlling for the effects of
most other relevant variables. Again this hy-
pothesis is strongly supported, though for
males only.

There is no evidence, however, that the rela-
tive effects of educational ‘failure’ – no quali-
fications or ‘failed’ qualifications – on employ-
ment chances are any higher in Ireland,
though the extent to which this occurs is
greater in Ireland and Scotland. The fourth
hypothesis is not, therefore, supported, al-
though this hypothesis is harder to test given

10 ‘passing’ in this sense has a clear meaning in
the French and Dutch systems; but in the Irish
and Scottish systems has to be somewhat arbitrary
– so the older definitions are used as in the Irish
case where a minimum of five Ds in the junior cer-
tificate ( and equivalent in the Scottish GCSE)
examination is regarded as required to get a pass.
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the various different interpretations of edu-
cational ‘failure’ in Ireland and Scotland ver-
sus France and the Netherlands.

The results of this initial study of early school
leavers encourage optimism about the future
results of the larger CATEWE project. Com-
bining both LFS analyses of education/train-

ing and labour market relationships in all
countries, with more detailed analyses of
school-to-work transitions in a smaller
number of countries – using both time series
and longitudinal analyses – the project should
yield valuable comparative European analy-
ses of education/training and labour market
relationships by the end of the year 2000.
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