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Introduction

In the aftermath of the 2008 Great Recession (GR), the global financial crisis which
devastated the world economy, employment opportunities for young people aged 16
to 24 years declined dramatically (Bell and Blanchflower, 2011; Schoon and Bynner,
2017). Although the GR ended officially in June 2009, its impact is still affecting the
lives of many. In 2017 the global youth unemployment rate was 13.1% — the same
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as at the peak of the crisis in 2011 and 2013, despite a slight recovery between 2014
and 2016 (ILO, 2017). Many young people continue to struggle to find quality jobs.
For example, in the European Union (EU) almost one third of young people are
considered at risk of poverty or social exclusion, facing long-term unemployment,
or involuntary temporary or part-time work (European Commission, 2016). A
problematic entry into the labour market may not just be a temporary experience,
but may bring with it longer-term consequences regarding deteriorating employment
prospects, also described as ‘scarring’ (Arulampalam, 2001) or ‘signalling’ effects to
employers (Eurofound, 2017).

There are, however, considerable variations regarding the impact of the GR on
education and employment transitions across countries (Bell and Blanchflower, 2011;
Danzinger, 2013; Sironi, 2018), pointing to the crucial role of institutional leverage
in buffering recession eftects. Countries differ regarding demographic trends (the size
of the youth population), economic conditions, labour market structures and the way
in which institutions regulate access to education, training, employment and welfare
support. To gain a better understanding of the impact of the recession on youth
transitions it is thus necessary to consider a sample of diverse national experiences
to detect common and diverging trends.

Guided by a life-course approach (Elder, 1999; Heinz, 1999, 2009; Elder et al,
2015; Shanahan et al, 2016; Schoon and Bynner, 2017), we take into account the
characteristics of institutional structures and associated transition systems in shaping
experiences of young people making the school-to-work transition (SWT). Transition
systems can be defined as the relatively enduring feature of national institutional
and structural arrangements, including aspects of the education and training system,
the labour market, the welfare system, family structures and other institutions that
shape transition processes and outcomes (Raffe, 2008, 2014). Here we draw in
particular on Walther’s (2000) typology of SWT regimes, differentiating between
sub-protective, universalistic, liberal and employment-centred transition regimes.
We argue that variations in institutional structures for managing the SWT play a
crucial role in shaping transition experiences and buffering the effects of a sudden
economic downturn.

Adopting a macro-level perspective, we describe how processes of the SWT differ
between countries, focusing on experiences in education and employment transitions
before and after the GR across different European countries and the US. This paper
sets the scene for the Special Issue, describing past and present labour market trends
using macroeconomic data from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD). We address the question whether the 2008 financial crisis
transformed or merely reinforced, and in some cases accelerated, pre-existing trends
(stretching back to the 1970s) towards prolonged and more precarious youth transition
and ask what is the role of institutional factors across different countries in buffering
young people against recession effects.

The choice of countries is motivated by their shared status as developed economies
with distinctive features regarding structures of their SWT transition systems at the
time when the recession struck. We contrast the ‘neo-liberal’ deregulatory framework
of the US and Britain with the employment-focused ‘dual system’ of Germany and
Austria, the ‘universalistic’ Nordic model prevalent in Finland and Sweden, and the
‘sub-protective’ transition system which applies to southern European countries such
as Spain, Portugal and Greece.
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School-to-work transitions in times of socio-economic change

The SWT generally spans the phase between completion of full-time education
or training, the entry into paid employment, and establishing oneself in a labour
market career. It is a key developmental task for young people, a make-or-break
period, in which young people try to balance pressures for completing higher levels
of educational qualifications and establishing themselves in the labour market, as well
as other social role transitions, such as moving away from the parental home and
starting a family. Within life-course theory the SWT process can be conceptualised
as a status passage in the institutionalised life course (see, for example, Shanahan,
2000), which is guided by country-specific age-related legal norms such as minimum
school leaving age or working-hours restrictions. The SWT can be understood as
an institutionalised sequence of status-role transitions (transition from education to
employment) and role configurations (working and studying at the same time) based
on social norms regarding age-appropriate behaviour, timing and sequencing of status/
roles (Settersten, 2007). The state channels SWT patterns through related policies
and welfare institutions, that facilitate normative transitions, such as entry into paid
employment after leaving full-time education, and buffer against non-normative
discontinuities in the life course, such as spells of unemployment (Heckhausen and
Buchmann, 2018). These social structures are mediated by young people and their
parents’ informal expectations regarding appropriate ages for the completion of
education or entry into continuous paid work. Such expectations can vary by cultural
context, gender, ethnicity and social class, and are highly responsive to economic
and social change (Neugarten, 1996; Lietbroer and Billari, 2010; Buchmann and
Kriesi, 2011). For example, external shocks, such as an economic downturn, have the
potential to create diverging destinies, to transform or to accelerate existing trends
(Schoon and Bynner, 2017).

Generally, across Western societies, the SWT has become more prolonged as young
people are increasingly required to complete higher levels of education to compete
in a changing labour market (Shanahan, 2000; Blossteld et al, 2005; Furlong, 2010;
Ashton and Bynner 2011; Settersten et al, 2015). Following the introduction of new
technologies, the decline of (unskilled) manual jobs and the gradual shift towards
automation (Furlong, 2010; Ashton, 2017), the transition into paid employment has
been delayed for increasing numbers of young people, often until their mid- or late
twenties, or even early thirties. Higher education is no longer a luxury, but becoming
a necessity for those who want a job with decent pay and good prospects.

There has been an expansion of the number of young people entering higher
education, including those from less privileged backgrounds (Blossfeld et al, 2005).
Yet, although the current student population in higher education represents a more
diverse group than 40-50 years ago, there are persisting concerns about equality
of access and completion rates depending on the individual’s cultural and socio-
economic background (Breen, 2010; Pfeffer and Hertel, 2015). Nonetheless, it has
been argued that since the 1970s individual behaviour regarding education and career
transitions has become less bound by traditional norms and values, that the sources
of socialisation and collective identity associated with class, gender and ethnicity
and workplace solidarity — and, in consequence, the exercise of agency through, for
example, aspirations and job search — has become more diverse and individualised

(Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1992).
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The assumption of increasing individualisation conceptualises the life course,
including the SWT as a deliberative project, a ‘reflexive’ or self-steered process,
governed by risks that have to be circumvented. That is to say the SWT is
understood as something you must largely accomplish yourself (Beck, 1992), as a
‘project’ that individuals themselves construct, as an expression of their individual
agency. The assertion that individuals are now free to choose their destination
has, however, been questioned, as there is persisting evidence of unequal access to
educational and career opportunities (Bynner, 2001; Furlong and Cartmel, 2007,
Schoon, 2007; Antonucci et al, 2014; Schoon and Lyons-Amos, 2016, 2017).
Moreover, there are country-specific variations in the available routes through
education and into the labour market, pointing to the role of institutions and social
structures in guiding the SWT that we discuss later. First, we describe trends and
variations in key markers of the SWT, that is, experiences regarding education and
employment transitions before and after the GR. Considering the GR as a major
shock, we would expect a considerable transformation of transition experiences
before and after its occurrence.

Education participation

Figure 1 shows the education enrolment rates for young people aged 20 to 29 over
the period 2005—15 in different OECD countries. Enrolment rates are expressed as
net figures calculated by dividing the number of students of a particular age group
enrolled in all levels of education by the size of the population of that age group.
Generally, figures are based on head counts and do not distinguish between full-time
and part-time study. In some OECD countries, part-time education is only partially
covered in the reported data.

The available OECD data suggest that between 2005 and 2010 there was only a
slight (if any) increase in enrolment in Germany, Switzerland and the US. For most
other countries there was no comparable trend data available, or there was no change,
while in Portugal we see a considerable increase since 2013. Moreover, with the
exception of Sweden and Norway, where from a high start there was a small decline
in staying on in post-compulsory education across the period, for most others (such
as the Netherlands) there was either a small rise or a broad flattening out of the
rates. We thus see the increasing tendency to stay on in education as the economy
transformed but only modest additional effects in response to the recession itself.
Evidence from studies using longitudinal panel data likewise suggests that levels of
participation in full-time education among 16- to 25-year-olds across Europe and
the US persisted during and after the recession and increased only slightly (Crosnoe
and Smith, 2017; Lyons-Amos and Schoon, 2017; see also Sironi, 2018).

Educational achievement

Figure 2 moves the focus to educational achievement in successive age groups. A set
of 12 bar diagrams show the trends in educational attainment among 25- to 34-year-
olds between 2000 and 2016 across different countries (OECD, 2017). The data are
taken from OECD and Eurostat databases, which are compiled from National Labour
Force Surveys by the OECD LSO (Labour Market, Economic and Social Outcomes
of Learning) Network. Educational attainment is measured as the percentage of the
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Figure 1: Enrolment in education (20- to 29-year-olds) percentage in same age group,
2005-15
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Source: OECD (2018a), as at 16 April 2018.

population for each country that has achieved a certain level of education and holds a
formal qualification at that level, grouped into the three categories: ‘below statutory’,
‘upper secondary’ and ‘tertiary’.

The OECD definition of a tertiary qualification includes theoretical programmes
leading to advanced research and high-skill professions such as medicine. Upper
secondary education typically follows completion of the lower secondary schooling
that qualifies the recipient for tertiary education. Lower secondary education certifies
achievement of recognised educational standards, of which the basic skills of literacy
and numeracy and IT competence are central.

Generally, across Europe and the US, the share of 25-34 year-olds with a tertiary
qualification has increased, especially after 2010, while the share of those with below
secondary-level qualifications has decreased (OECD, 2017). Figure 2 shows that the
largest increases in the share of tertiary education qualifications since 2010 (over 8%)
are observed in Switzerland, Greece and Portugal, suggesting that since the 2008
GR the trend towards extended education participation and achievement in these
countries has accelerated. In the other countries, however, major education expansions
had already occurred before then. Figure 2 also shows considerable variations across
countries, with the UK and Ireland having the highest share of tertiary graduates (over
50%), while Germany, Austria and Portugal have the lowest share (at or below 40%)).
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Figure 2: Trends in educational attainment of 25- to 34-year-olds in selected countries
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Source: OECD (2017).

Education is generally identified as the best protection against the experience of
unemployment, and in most countries prolonged education participation has acted
as a buffer, softening the impact of a downward trend in available employment
opportunities, even if this meant that some young people are being ‘warehoused’
in educational institutions during a period of reduced employment opportunities
(Schoon and Bynner, 2017). Figure 2 suggests a degree of discontinuity in educational
attainment, with an increasing spurt in most countries from 2010 to 2015 onwards,
that is, in the aftermath of the GR. Yet, on aggregate well over half the youth
population did not achieve the standard of a tertiary degree, which might also reflect
high levels of drop-out, which are especially high in the US. The data thus suggest
the need for viable alternative pathways for establishing oneself in the labour market,
in addition to and above the academic track (Schoon, 2015).

Entry into employment before and after the recession

Employment opportunities in most Western countries have changed considerably
since the 1970s, following the introduction of new technologies, the decline in
manual jobs especially in manufacturing, and the increasing participation of women
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in higher education and in the labour force (Banks et al, 1992; Evans and Heinz,
1994; Miiller and Gangl, 2003; Blossfeld et al, 2005; Schoon and Silbereisen, 2009;
Ashton, 2017). Furthermore, in most developed countries, fuelled by technological
transformation and the collapse of traditional manufacturing and heavy industry
employment such as coalmining, there has been a growth of white collar, high tech
and service jobs accompanied by a ‘deskilling’ of many of those employed in what
had been until then skilled occupations (Ashton, 2017). Moreover, in the aftermath
of the GR austerity measures were introduced, including labour market reforms
to promote flexible employment, cuts in state support for students, and in some
countries charging tuition fees for higher education (Antonucci et al, 2014). In
addition, youth joblessness had been a major concern in many OECD countries,
even before the GR (Blossfeld et al, 2005; Bell and Blanchflower, 2011). Youth
unemployment rates are generally more sensitive to business cycles than adult
unemployment (OECD, 2010) and at times of recession young people have most
difficulty in finding employment and holding on to it. Figure 3 shows the aggregated

Figure 3: Trends in the youth unemployment rate (age 16 to 24). Total, percentage of
youth labour force, 2000-17.
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national time series data of trends in youth unemployment rates between 2000 and
2017 across difterent countries.

In some countries, such as Greece and Spain, youth unemployment was already
relatively high, even before the onset of the GR,, with, as the figures show, dramatic
increases to over 50% in its aftermath, especially during peak periods in 2012/13.
Most countries witnessed an increase in youth employment after 2008, following a
slight decline between 2004 and 2007 (see also ILO, 2012). Notably, in Ireland youth
unemployment increased from 9% in 2007 to 30% in 2013, followed by a subsequent
recovery to pre-recession levels. Moreover, for some countries there had been only
relatively small increases (Switzerland, Austria, Denmark and Norway). Finland also
saw relative stability in youth unemployment rates, although fluctuating around
relatively high levels of about 20%. The US witnessed a sharp increase, rising from
about 10% in 2006 to over 18% in 2010 with a subsequent recovery to pre-recession
levels. Sweden saw a rise from around 12% in 2001 to over 20% in the aftermath
of the GR, staying at that level until 2016. Germany and Switzerland are the only
countries that actually witnessed a decline in youth unemployment in the aftermath
of the GR, although in the case of Germany from relative high pre-recession levels
(around 15%) in 2005.

The data suggest long-term and time-lagged effects of the economic downturn
on employment opportunities. Even ten years after the onset of the GR youth
unemployment in some countries (in particular Spain, Italy and Greece) had not
returned to pre-recession levels. Even more worrying, the numbers of young people
disconnected from education and employment continues to rise.

Not in education, employment or training (NEET)

Unemployment rates are a key indicator of the state of a nation’s economy, the
consequences of which are crucial for shaping labour market opportunities.
Unemployment rates do however not include students, or those who are identified as
economically inactive. The term ‘not in education employment or training’ (NEET),
has been widely used in recent years to identify existing or potential transition
problems including unemployment as well as labour market inactivity. It is, however, a
rather broad category, masking considerable heterogeneity. Various factors contribute
to young people being inactive and not seeking employment. Among young women,
the main reason for labour market inactivity is childcare responsibilities, while health
and other factors are more prevalent among young men (OECD, 2017). In addition,
the NEET category includes those who opt out temporarily through ‘gap years’ and
travelling before engaging fully with a professional career — often involving further
qualifications among university graduates (particularly common in the EU). This in
turn weakens the overall association of NEET with social disadvantage. NEET can,
however, also include those who have fallen out of the benefit system — those who
are on the street, the homeless and so on — which makes it a complex indicator.
Moreover, there are distinct cross-national differences in identifying NEET. For
example, reflecting the relatively compressed SWT in the UK compared with other
countries, the age limits for NEET were set originally at 16—19. This was before the
compulsory requirement from 2015 that young people stay engaged in some form of
education up to age 18. For our comparative purposes it makes good sense to adopt
the OECD definition (shared with the EU) of ages 18 to 24, reflecting a continuing
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period of postponed independence. Here we focus on young people aged 20 to 24,
reflecting a critical period in their lives following completion of compulsory education
(which varies between ages 14 and 18 in Europe) when important decisions regarding
continuing in higher education or entering paid labour have to be made.

Figure 4 shows the percentage of young people (aged 20 to 24) experiencing NEET
over the period 2000 to 2017. The OECD average NEET rate is quite stable over
time, affecting around one in six of all young people aged 20 to 24 between 2000 and
2017. Italy and Greece showed generally higher levels, in particular directly after the
2008 crisis, and Spain and Ireland experienced a dramatic increase in the aftermath
of the GR. For example, in Spain the level of NEET increased from 17% in 2005 to
over 30% in 2012, and in Ireland from 12% to 26%. The US and the UK show similar

Figure 4: Youth (age 20-24) not in employment, education or training (NEET). Trends
2000-17.
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NEET levels to the OECD average, whereas the Netherlands, Denmark, Norway,
Germany, Austria and Switzerland showed lower levels following the economic
crisis. However, while in the Netherlands the percentage of young people classified
as NEET remained at a low level (below 10%), Germany started at a higher level of
about 15%, reflecting the OECD average at the time, with falling NEET rates in
the aftermath of the GR. Thus, there were considerable national variations in the
extent to which young people were affected by the GR, likely to be associated with
different ‘institutional filters’ (Blossfeld et al, 2005), specific cultural contexts, as well
as regulations regarding education, training and employment opportunities, which
we will discuss in the next section.

In interpreting the findings, we need to keep in mind that the subgroup of
young people identified as NEET is very heterogeneous, comprising those who are
unemployed looking for work, as well as those who are inactive (due to childcare
responsibilities, ill health, social exclusion or other factors such as being on a ‘gap
year’). This reflects in many respects the transition processes that young people are
going through, rather than a category in which to locate them. For example, based
on data from the 2013 European Labour Force Survey, about a third of young people
classified as NEET are only temporarily inactive and may soon re-enter employment,
education or training (Eurofound, 2016). Generally, the largest proportion of young
people categorised as NEET across Europe are those with an upper secondary level
of education (Eurofound, 2016). Nonetheless, in 2013, on aggregate 22% of young
adults experienced long-term unemployment and about 6% became discouraged
(in particular in Mediterranean countries), in that they stopped looking for work or
further training because they believed that there were no job opportunities for them
(Eurofound, 2016). Those who are economically inactive will, however, need some
kind of financial support, typically provided from parents, although this will vary
according to the wealth of parents. Moreover, in circumstances where young adults
cannot draw on their parents for support, as is the case with care leavers, those who
have no longer any contact with their parents, or those who have fallen out of the
benefit system, there need to be alternative support structures.

Despite its limitations, the NEET indicator can be a useful tool in enhancing
understanding of young people’s vulnerabilities in terms of labour market participation
and social inclusion, in particular if the differentiation of different subgroups is
clearly indicated. Central to the issue of youth unemployment and detachment
from the labour market are the potential long-term damaging effects, described as
‘scarring’ effects (Arulampalam, 2001), or as sending a negative ‘signal’ to prospective
employers undermining prospects of secure employment in the mainstream economy
(Eurofound, 2017) with the potential irrevocable risk of permanent social exclusion
to follow (Maguire, 2015; Blossfeld, 2017; Groh-Samberg and Wise, 2017). Some
of the young people classified as having NEET status may thus be moving along a
‘trajectory of disadvantage’ (Bynner and Parsons 2002) that the GR reinforced.

Insecure employment

In the context of restricted labour market opportunities another key feature merits
attention: the growing proportion of employees with fixed-term, temporary and
zero-hour contracts and a shift towards more precarious employment arrangements
and low pay, even among graduates (Standing, 2011; Ashton, 2017; Bloodworth,
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2018). This trend partly arises from increased outsourcing of jobs such as cleaning
and care work to private agencies, and partly from labour market reforms introduced
in the aftermath of the recession, promoting ‘flexible’ employment (Antonucci et al,
2014). Young people have been hit particularly hard by these changes, as temporary
employment among the young (that is, 16- to 24-year-olds) is significantly higher
than among the workforce overall (Eurostat, 2017b) and young people now make up
the core of what Standing (2011) calls the new ‘precariat’. The recession accelerated
this trend towards precarious employment. A particularly striking feature of precarious
and potentially exploitative employment is its growing presence in all countries
(Standing, 2011; Eurofound, 2013; Prassl, 2018).

Figure 5 shows trends in the proportion of young people aged 15 to 24 years in
temporary employment between 2004 and 2012 in different European countries.
According to Eurostat (2017b), temporary employment includes work under a fixed-
term contract, as against permanent work where there is no end-date. It includes

Figure 5: Proportion of 15-24 year olds in temporary jobs, 2004-12.
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people in seasonal employment; those who were engaged first by an agency or
employment exchange and then hired to a third party to do a specific task (unless
there is a written work contract of unlimited employment duration); people with
specific training contracts; and those who are in temporary employment as part of
vocational education and training.

Across most European countries the employment rate for young people with
temporary work contracts increased in the aftermath of the recession (Eurofound,
2013). Similar trends can be observed for the slightly older 25 to 29 years age
group, although the number is only about half the proportion of 15- to 24-year-
olds employed on temporary contracts (Eurofound, 2013). Levels of temporary
employment are particularly high in Spain, Sweden and Germany, with over 50%
of 15- to 24-year-olds already being on temporary contracts in 2004 and relatively
small increases in the aftermath of the GR. The increase in temporary employment
was particularly marked in Italy, Ireland and the Netherlands. In Italy temporary
employment rose from 34% in 2004 to 53% in 2012; in the Netherlands from 38%
to 51%; and in Ireland from 11% to 35%. Some countries, however, witnessed a
decrease of temporary employment: in Denmark temporary employment fell from
27% in 2004 to 21% in 2012; in Norway from 31% to 24%; and in Finland from
50% to 41%. The lowest levels of temporary employment were found in the UK,
increasing from 11% in 2004 to 15% in 2012.

Eurofound (2013) also assessed the reasons why 15- to 24-year-olds were in
temporary employment. In Germany, Austria and Denmark, the major reason was
vocational education and training involving fixed-term contracts. In these countries
the classification of temporary employment includes young people in vocational
education and training, and the incidence of temporary working among those aged
25 and over is much lower than for those younger than 25. In Spain, Portugal and
Greece, the majority of young people are in involuntary temporary employment,
in Greece often as family workers. In the UK, in addition to involuntary temporary
employment, a considerable number of young people (36%) in temporary employment
say that they actually choose casual work.

The role of institutional structures in contemporary youth
research: transition regimes

Countries differ regarding the institutional structures guiding the transition from
school to work. Comparative research on youth transitions among European countries
has focused in particular on labour market regulation, and the nature of the linkage
between educational systems and the labour market (Breen and Buchmann, 2002;
Buchmann and Kriesi, 2011). These institutional factors are assumed to influence
and channel transition behaviours by offering a diverse set of opportunities and
constraints (Heckhausen and Buchmann, 2018), reflecting features of their different
transition regimes (Walther, 2006; Raffe, 2014).

As already mentioned, Walther (2000) differentiates between sub-protective,
universalistic, liberal and employment-centred transition regimes. This differentiation
has been highly influential in European comparative youth research, although more
recent approaches have advanced a ‘welfare mix” approach, to clarify the different
contributions made by the state, the family and the labour market in shaping youth
transitions (Antonucci et al, 2014).
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The sub-protective transition regime model (colour coded black in Figures 1,
3-5) applies primarily to southern European countries, such as Spain, Portugal and
Greece. Education is mostly comprehensive, although the rate of early school leaving
with below upper secondary qualifications is high (see Figure 2). For example,
until recently the majority of young people in Portugal left education with below
secondary-school-level qualifications. Vocational training is not well developed,
nor highly valued, is mainly provided by professional schools and the involvement
of companies is low. The labour market is characterised by informal or insecure
employment and limited social protection. Due to the economic weakness of many
regions, there are high rates of youth unemployment (see Figure 3), prolonged periods
of job search and a long waiting phase during which young people depend primarily
on their families for support.

Universalistic transition regimes (colour coded blue in Figures 1, 3-5) prevalent
in Scandinavian countries such as Sweden, Norway and Finland are characterised
by a comprehensive school system. National frameworks set standards, with routes
provided for general and vocational education in which school-managed work
experience with local firms plays an increasing part. Notably, in Sweden ‘free schools’,
outside state control, were introduced by a conservative government in the 1990s,
and are becoming increasingly popular. Indeed about a fifth of all schools in Sweden
are now ‘free schools’. More generally, universalistic transition systems are flexible
enough to allow for individual learning and training plans. Information, guidance and
counselling are widely institutionalised at all stages of education, and the transition
to employment is facilitated by identifying individual motivation and supporting
personal development. Employment opportunities are typified by an extended public
sector and a strong emphasis on equal opportunities. Young people have the right
to social assistance from 18 years onward, regardless of the socio-economic status
of their families. If they are participating in either formal education or post-school
training they receive an educational allowance. The welfare system 1s embedded in
the principles of collective social responsibility in which young people’s potential is
considered as a vital resource for the future of society.

The ‘liberal’ transition regime model (colour coded amber in Figures 1, 3-5),
predominant in Anglophone countries, such as the UK, the US and, to an extent,
also in the Republic of Ireland, values individual rights and responsibilities more
than collective provision. Education is mostly comprehensive, but the structures
in which it operates are quite different. For example, there is selection in Ireland
and in some English local authorities. The labour market is also largely deregulated
with a large segment of low-skilled and non-standard jobs. Most liberal transition
systems provide no structured path into skilled employment without college, strongly
emphasising college education as a prerequisite for a viable career. For young people
not planning to go to university the further education colleges in Ireland and England,
and community colleges in the US provide the main post-compulsory education
route for gaining vocational qualifications or making good on previous poor
school performance. But more generally, young people and parents do not regard a
vocational training pathway as a promising option. Against this background and in
response to skill shortages, the UK is currently aiming to promote apprenticeships
and technical training courses. On the other hand, the neo-liberal austerity approach
to public funding following the GR led to cuts in further education and community
college provision and major increases in university tuition fees. Levels of benefits
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(when young adults are eligible for them) are low and limited in time. They are
also conditional on active job search.

Employment-centred transition regimes (colour coded red in Figures 1, 3-5)
are typical for Germany (and most German-speaking countries, that is, Austria and
Switzerland) as well as to a limited extent in France and the Netherlands. Education
is organised selectively, allocating young people to occupational careers and associated
social position at an early age. For example, in Germany young people are already
channelled by age ten into different tracks leading to the skilled trades, white
collar intermediate occupations requiring apprenticeships, and professional careers
requiring university degrees. Vocational training plays a central role and is relatively
standardised with five major pathways: (1) vocational education and training (VET),
that is, apprenticeship under a training contract or full-time vocational school, (2)
pre-vocational training (‘transition system’) for those who do not succeed in getting
an apprenticeship, (3) dual studies (combining VET and college), (4) university of
applied sciences and (5) research university. Enrolment to dual studies and universities
has been growing in the past decade, as a response to the employment uncertainty
created by the GR. Germany has been building its ‘dual system’ of apprenticeship
(work-based training in a company coupled with one of two days per week in a
vocational school) for more than a century. And through the commitment of the
social partners (employers, unions and local government members), who govern
and monitor the system at local level, the country has maintained its institutional
importance across changes of government.

Despite its advantages, employment opportunities in employment-centred countries
can be polarised (Rueda, 2014). For example, in Germany there is a differentiation
between a secure core, the so-called ‘insider’ section of the workforce in secure
employment with a generous social security provision, and the periphery, the ‘outsider’
section of the workforce with access to mainly temporary or precarious employment
and residual benefits (Emmenegger et al, 2012).

Where did young people fare best in the aftermath of the
recession?

A central purpose in the specification of ‘transition systems’ is to identify features of
successful systems that enable a smooth integration into the labour market (Raffe,
2008). In the typology described above, the focus of each of the four identified types
lies in the differences and similarities in structures of education and training, cultural
assumptions and expectations, and the link between education systems and the labour
market (Walther, 2006). Generally, the labour market integration of new entrants
tends to be faster in countries characterised by strong institutional linkages between
education and the labour market, and strong institutional networks which can support
the SWT (Brzinsky-Fay and Solga, 2016; Schoon and Bynner, 2017). In contrast,
young people coming of age in countries with a sub-protective transition regime
(such as in Spain, Greece and Portugal) have clearly been hit hardest by the recession,
suffering the highest levels of youth unemployment, and high levels of temporary
employment as well as NEET. The comparatively low rate of youth unemployment
and NEET in Portugal can be explained by a large number of young people emigrating
to other countries, reducing labour force participation and contributing to lower
levels of youth unemployment (Dolado, 2015). Employment opportunities for
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young people in countries with a liberal or a universalistic transition regime were less
strongly affected, yet at the height of the recession unemployment reached high levels,
in particular in Ireland, where unemployment rates reached over 30%. Finland and
Sweden, representatives of a universalistic transition regime, also suffered high youth
unemployment while the Netherlands and Denmark rates were largely unaffected.

The relative success of employment-focused countries, such as Austria, Germany
and Switzerland in keeping young people engaged in the labour market can be
explained by the efficient use of vocational training programmes and strong linkages
between education and the labour market, as well as efforts to establish bridges
between vocational training and formal degrees, such as the dual studies scheme in
Germany, opening pathways to higher education. Yet, focusing on the impact of the
vocational training system can mask other factors, such as good economic conditions,
as reflected in the strong association between national youth unemployment rates and
the unemployment rates of prime age workers (aged 25-54) in Germany, for example
(Brzinsky-Fay and Solga, 2016). Nor does it take into account the relative role of
several distinct institutional characteristics, such as employment protection legislation
or product market regulation, or the shortage of high-quality secure jobs which some
critics point out is the price of maintaining full employment (Barbieri et al, 2018). For
example, it has been argued that the apparent success of employment-focused countries,
such as Germany, in staving off, with the help of legislation, unemployment during
and after the GR, was bought at the price of job protection for the ‘insider’section of
the workforce, those with permanent employment contracts (Blossfeld, 2017; Groh-
Samberg and Wise, 2017). At the same time the ‘outsider’ section (those combining
spells of unemployment with temporary and often part-time work), constitute a nascent
precariat — large numbers of the poorly qualified, often comprising minority groups
and immigrants. In general, such individuals tend to leave education at the minimum
age, usually without any or only low-level qualifications and then, subsequently, spend
a significant proportion of their time occupationally inactive.

The differentiation between insiders and outsiders in the labour market is considered
to play an important role regarding variations in the distributive implications of
social policy (Rueda, 2014). Generally, over the past three decades, there has been
an increasing ‘polarisation’ of the labour market across many OECD countries, a
structural segmentation where levels of social and employment protection for labour
market insiders are maintained, reducing their vulnerability to unemployment, while
support for an increasing number of outsiders is reduced (Ferragina and Seeleib-
Kaiser, 2011; Rueda, 2014). This increasing polarisation seems likely to constitute
the major challenge for youth policy and the transition systems of the future. That
is to say the generosity of the welfare state, rather than mitigating labour market
problems for young people, can become under certain economic conditions, such
as the GR,, a source of its division.

Limitations of a typological approach for comparative

youth research

The typology of transition regimes described above implies a generalisation in terms
of ideal types, the abstractions that enable classification in the case of countries

differentiated by relative stable shared or common characteristics (Raffe, 2008). In
Walther’s (2006) typology the focus lies on differences in structures of education
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and training, the link between educational systems and the labour market, and the
role of welfare state policies such as support for participation in education/training
and regarding labour market entry. However, differences between countries of
the same regime type are not sufficiently specified. For example, the typological
approach overlooks within-country differences in institutional structures such as the
use of comprehensive secondary education schooling, free schools or variations in
stratification. It also does not appropriately account for ‘welfare mixes’, the different
contributions made by the state, the family and the labour market to support young
people’s SWT (Antonucci et al, 2014). Moreover, the typology does not capture
the heterogeneity of employment in terms of job security, working conditions,
polarisation and the frequent precarity of youth employment in particular. It also
does not address the dynamics of SWT's regarding frequency of job changes, spells of
unemployment and inactivity, or the reversal and possibility for transference between
education and employment transitions. In addition, the typology is limited to the
Western world, not including Asian or African countries, or those from European
(post-Soviet) ‘transformation societies’.

Future conceptualisations of institutional structures in place to support the SWT
should take into account within-country differences regarding education systems
(degree of standardisation, stratification and institutional linkages), adopt a more
dynamic approach and include indicators of changing youth policies, labour market
structures (the levels of regulation, flexibility and precarity), as well as the broader
economic environment. In addition, there is need for a more global perspective,
moving beyond a focus on the Western world.

Conclusion

This article has reviewed evidence from aggregate macro-level trend data on the
effects of the GR on young people making the SWT across a number of countries
in Western Europe and the US. The advantages of aggregate data are that they
highlight differences and similarities in the macroeconomic trends between countries,
supplying pointers to how the recession was experienced and the policies employed
to mitigate adverse changes. This benefit is, of course, at the expense of being able
to assess the individual variations through which the GR effects on the SWTS were
manifested. The trend data drawn on are longitudinal but only at the national level,
in which the unit of analysis is the nation state. Hence it needs to be acknowledged
that understanding the GR’s effect on individual lives has to be inferred rather than
demonstrated from the data presented. The findings thus have to be considered
under this caveat.

The data suggest that the GR did not bring about a radical transformation of
transition experiences. It was not an instance of a ‘creative destruction’ as Joseph
Schumpeter (1975 [1942]) would call it; the main effect was to accelerate pre-existing
trends towards prolonged, and, in particular, more precarious youth transitions. In the
aftermath of the GR, fewer young people left education with below secondary-level
qualifications and more gained tertiary qualifications. Yet, most markedly the recession
did bring with it reduced employment opportunities and a labour market increasingly
characterised by insecure, casualised or zero-hour contract work interspersed with
periods of unemployment. Such ‘precaritisation’ of employment is now confronting
growing sections of the youth population. In addition, there is a polarisation of the
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labour market, associated with a lack of social protection for ‘outsiders’ — those who
are unable to find permanent employment.

Adopting a macro perspective in comparing youth transitions across countries
and over time illustrates the heterogeneity of SWTs in different socio-cultural and
historical contexts. Socio-cultural systems provide the blueprint for social lives
and associated transition regimes, which regulate opportunities for education and
employment. They bestow laws, rules and regulations that delineate distinct pathways
for individuals to follow, and also inform attitudes and beliefs by shaping outlooks
for the future (Schoon and Lyons-Amos, 2016; Mortimer et al, 2017; Heckhausen
and Buchmann, 2018). The life-course principles considered at the beginning of
the paper provide a good basis for considering the processes involved. That is to say,
the transition to adulthood is a key ‘status passage’ in the institutionalised life course,
where longitudinal trajectories are constructed through available support structures
and institutional channelling (Heckhausen and Buchmann, 2018).

Using a typological approach enables the classification of countries in terms of shared
or common characteristics and to gain better insight into how relevant transition
regimes can moderate the outcomes of economic disruption. Yet, typologies provide
only an idealised classification. We find some support for the relevance of the different
transition regimes considered here, although they do not capture fully the complexity,
heterogeneity and dynamics of SWTs in a changing socio-historical context.

The data suggest that young people making the SWT in sub-protective transition
systems were hardest hit in the aftermath of the GR, in that they experienced
the highest rates of youth unemployment, temporary work contracts and NEET.
Extended transitions in the absence of institutional financial assistance imply prolonged
dependence and reliance on family support. Yet, not all young people are able to
call on family support, in particular in the absence of relevant legislation regarding
increasing the age limit for parental responsibility, or the depletion of family resources
through prolonged exposure to economic instability and austerity. At times when
there is exceptional economic strain, the institutions concerned with managing the
education and training system of any country become the key agents of social policy
concerned with ensuring young people have opportunities to participate and engage
in society. In particular, strong bridges between the education system and the labour
market play an important role in buffering the negative effect of a recession on
employment prospects. Progressive, responsive and inclusive institutions are the means
of both mediating and moderating the pressures arising from an economic downturn
and associated uncertainty. They are crucial in providing viable career opportunities
and employment security, in particular for the most vulnerable in society. Without
them the record of failed transitions may lay the foundations of permanent social
exclusion. In addition, other factors, such as variations in the national economic
situation, demographic characteristics, fiscal and monetary policies might, of course,
also play a role.
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