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Abstract
Comparative analyses investigating school-to-work transitions (SWT) aim to explain how institutional 
characteristics shape national differences in the transition from education to employment. Researchers often 
rely on typologies and classifications to simplify the complex processes involved. While typologies serve as 
useful heuristic tools, they can also lead to oversimplification and neglect of the multilevel governance 
structures and territorial disparities. Our modular approach integrates various research strands to enhance 
understanding of the relational and spatial dynamic underlying the transition from education to the labor 
market. We use analytical dimensions from previous studies to structure a small-N comparison, accounting 
for a higher degree of complexity. Empirically, we explore the theoretical argument through the in-depth 
comparison of SWT systems in two diverse cases with contrasting outcomes: Italy and Austria. The analysis 
reveals significant hybrid traits in both countries that are often overlooked by SWT typologies. In addition, 
we gain insights into how multilevel institutional configurations interact with the socio-economic context 
contributing to diverging SWT outcomes.

Keywords
Multilevel governance, political economy, school-to-work transitions, skill formation, vocational education 
and training

Introduction

Since its comparative turn, the analysis of school-to-work transitions (SWT) seeks to explain how 
institutional characteristics shape national differences in the transition from education to employ-
ment in Europe (Raffe, 2014). Researchers compare countries along specific analytical dimensions 
and thereby identify systems of regimes with common institutional traits (Pastore, 2015; Raffe, 
2008; Walther, 2017). Such typologies and classifications represent useful heuristic instruments to 
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reduce complexity but can also lead to oversimplification. Case in point, life course and transition 
regimes focus on young people in transitions and on the characteristics of welfare and education 
systems, but they tend to overlook the structure of the demand of work and the skill content of jobs 
(Saar and Räis, 2017). Studies on vocational education and training (VET) and skill formation 
prioritize vocational tracks and their linkages with the labor market but produce limited under-
standing of other education and social policy provisions that contribute to structure SWT 
(Frommberger and Porcher, 2023; Lassnigg, 2020). Large comparisons based on structural simi-
larities often overlook that national systems are unique configurations with multiple relational 
dynamics among internal sub-systems (Bosch, 2017). Therefore, they tend to underestimate the 
complexity of hybrid and mixed cases, as well as the subnational variation underlying multilevel 
governance settings (Scandurra et al., 2021).

Our contribution suggests that these critiques could be overcome by a relational and spatial 
approach to the study of SWT that fosters the dialogue among analytical perspectives. We argue 
that typologies should be considered as complementary modules (Scharpf, 1997) to structure 
small-N comparisons of national case studies characterized by complex multilevel settings. While 
extant research tends to rely on a parsimonious number of dimensions in order to propose classifi-
cations that can be applied to several cases; in this article, we consider several analytical dimen-
sions from previous analyses to build a framework that accounts for a higher degree of within-case 
complexity. This endeavor goes beyond the mere juxtaposition of indicators, as its main value 
added lies in the relationship among dimensions that provide a more nuanced and spatially sensi-
tive understanding of social phenomena.

Our theoretical argument is explored through an in-depth comparison of SWT systems in two 
diverse cases: Italy and Austria. They present marked contrasts in SWT outcomes that are usually 
interpreted as performances of different transition or skill formation regimes (Hadjivassiliou et al., 
2018; Walther, 2017). The empirical analysis addresses the following questions: To what extent do 
SWT outcomes differ between and within Italy and Austria? What are the main country-specific 
combinations of factors that contribute to shape these differences? What role does the territorial 
dimension play in shaping SWT outcomes?

In order to answer these research questions, we integrate various complementary research 
strands to build our analytical framework and structure the within-case analysis and cross-case 
comparison. We discuss our findings in light of the expected classifications of Italy and Austria in 
SWT and skill formation comparisons, finding confirmation that large international comparisons 
overlook similarities between, as well as variation within the cases, that have a significant impact 
on SWT. At a closer look, the education systems of both Italy and Austria present multi-track VET 
systems with school-based training and apprenticeships that make their inclusion within regime 
classifications ambiguous. The relative weight of the elements considered, as well as the involve-
ment of supporting institutions, private firms, and social partners denote stronger linkages with the 
labor market in Austria than in Italy. Furthermore, the coordinating role of the state plays out dif-
ferently within the multilevel setting and in interaction with existing territorial disparities. In Italy, 
weak central coordination and institutional fragmentation exacerbate spatial disparities, while in 
Austria, the public actor plays a compensatory role of mismatches in a competitive system with 
low coordination among education subsectors.

Our contribution to the literature is manifold. From a theoretical standpoint, we highlight the 
relevance of relationality and spatiality for the understanding of social processes within complex 
multilevel settings. In this sense, a modular approach can take advantage of multiple sources of 
knowledge to account for case-specific mechanisms. From an empirical standpoint, we provide 
multi-method evidence that describes Italy and Austria as hybrid cases with a mix of similarities 
and differences that have significant consequences for SWT but have been largely overlooked by 
the comparative debate.
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In the “Integrating typologies and beyond: toward a modular approach” section, we illustrate 
key analytical dimensions used in comparative SWT research, highlighting the limitations of the 
main approaches and especially the lack of attention devoted to the territorial dimension. In the 
“Methods and data” section, we describe our modular approach, justify the case selection, and 
present the data used for the comparison. In the “Regimes and outcomes of SWTs in Italy and 
Austria” section, we contrast a range of empirical indicators of educational and labor market out-
comes for youth in Italy and Austria. In the “Institutions and transitions in Italy and Austria” sec-
tion, we describe and compare the institutional characteristics of the two SWT systems, according 
to the analytical dimensions discussed in the “Integrating typologies and beyond: toward a modular 
approach” section. Section “Outlook: implications for youth opportunities and territorial dispari-
ties” concludes by reflecting on theoretical and policy implications.

Integrating typologies and beyond: toward a modular approach

Education, labor market, and SWT regimes

A range of dimensions regarding education and training systems and their linkages with the labor 
market have been used to investigate effects on inequalities (see Gross and Hadjar, 2024; Gross 
et al., 2022) and to characterize transition regimes (Raffe, 2008). Moving from the seminal work 
of Allmendinger (1989), sociologists compared education systems across two main analytical 
dimensions: (a) the stratification of educational opportunities and (b) the standardization of educa-
tional provision. (a) The stratification of educational opportunities “is the proportion of a cohort 
that attains the maximum number of school years provided by the education system, coupled with 
the degree of differentiation within given educational levels (tracking)” (Allmendinger, 1989, 
233). Stratified systems are often characterized by early tracking practices (Schindler et al., 2023; 
Shavit and Müller, 1998), that is, sorting pupils into differentiated pathways for further education. 
In early tracking systems, like, for instance, in Germany or Austria, the first choice must be made 
right after the primary cycle and is strongly influenced by the family background. The (b) stand-
ardization of educational provision “is the degree to which the quality of education meets the same 
standards worldwide” (Schindler et al., 2023; Shavit and Müller, 1998), referring, for instance, to 
curricula and qualifications. A high level of standardization allows employers to rely on informa-
tion given by educational and professional certificates. When a high level of standardization and 
stratification go together with differentiated occupational structures, a good match between educa-
tional qualifications and labor demand is to be expected, while a higher amount of mismatching is 
to be expected in unstandardized and un-stratified systems.

Scholars complemented these dimensions by looking at the structure of labor markets and at the 
strategies adopted by employers for filling occupational vacancies (Shavit and Müller, 1998). 
Drawing on theories on labor market segmentation (Marsden, 1999), they distinguished between: 
(a) occupational labor markets, where the access to jobs is highly regulated and where formal 
certificates and standardized qualification profiles play a major role and (b) internal labor markets, 
where access to jobs is strongly segmented according to companies’ strategies, that rely less on 
formal qualifications and more on in-house recruitment, professional experience of applicants and 
informal training. Other authors looked more closely at the institutional linkages between educa-
tion and labor market (Müller, 2005), arguing that the relationship between educational paths and 
labor market traits can follow a dual logic, for example, Germany or Austria, so that education and 
work-related skills develop together, or a sequential logic, where education comes before work-
related skills, for example, United Kingdom (Pastore et al., 2021). This leads to a strong research 
interest toward the vocational orientation of education systems, which depends on the characteris-
tics of the vocational pathways as well as the extent to which specific occupational skills are 
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provided (Blommaert et al., 2020; Bol and Van de Werfhorst, 2016). Along this line, vocational 
training and apprenticeship are considered crucial policy tools, allowing researchers to zoom in on 
mechanisms (Ryan, 2001) and modes of intervention. Eichhorst et al. (2015) propose a useful 
typology to differentiate VET provision, built on two dimensions. The first dimension refers to the 
relative importance of institutional learning and workplace training, going from situations where 
VET is provided entirely by vocational schools to older union-dominated apprenticeship without 
formal and school-based learning. The second dimension distinguishes whether formal learning is 
provided in vocational schools (part of the education system) or in training centers (which often 
have close ties to industry). Combining these dimensions, they distinguish between (a) school-
based vocational training and education (prevailing in Southern Europe); (b) formal apprentice-
ship schemes (prevailing, for instance, in countries like the United States and Australia); and (c) 
dual vocational training that combines class and work-based learning (prevailing in countries like 
Germany, Austria, and Switzerland). VET provision also influences labor market outcomes, as 
dual VET systems seem to facilitate timely entry into more stable and better-paid jobs (Busemeyer 
and Trampusch, 2012).

These perspectives share a focus on policy domains such as education, labor market, and voca-
tional training, but they say less about the interaction among policies within wider institutional 
configurations. In the attempt to systematize similarities in national configurations of institutions 
shaping transitions, much comparative literature broadened their approach to identify SWT regimes 
where institutional traits are explicitly connected to patterns of transitions. An SWT regime denotes 
the set of institutions and rules that govern and supervise the passage from school to employment 
(Pastore et al., 2021; Smyth et al., 2001). This research strand emphasizes the complementary role 
of education, employment, and active labor market policies (ALMPs), as well as public employ-
ment services (PES) (Pastore, 2015; Walther, 2017), tracing connections with SWT outcomes 
(Hadjivassilou et al., 2018). In addition, scholars assume a certain coherence between transition 
regimes and principles behind wider welfare state regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990). (a) 
Scandinavian countries with a universalistic regime guarantee protection, inclusive services, and 
education, including high investments in ALMPs and training directed at unemployed or youth 
with scarce working experiences. (b) In continental countries with an employment-centered regime 
the State actively supports vocational training and skills matching, in collaboration with private 
actors and social partners, through a capillary network of ALMPs and PES. (c) In Anglo-Saxon 
countries with a liberal regime, the labor market is fluid and flexible, with high opportunity of 
access but also risks of precarization, fragmentation, and privatization of relevant shares of ALMPs 
and PES. (d) In South-European countries with a sub-protective regime social protection is often 
underdeveloped and segmented. Public provision of ALMPs and PES is ineffective and scarcely 
funded, so youth depend extensively on family networks. Finally, (e) post-socialist countries dis-
play mixed regimes, owing to the hybrid combinations of trajectories in the transition to a market 
economy (see Buttler et al., 2023). This wide group includes significant internal differentiations; 
for instance, some Eastern countries place a high emphasis on training and extensive participation 
in education (e.g., Slovenia), while others show deep deficits in service provision and a strong 
dependency on family relations (e.g., Bulgaria).

The political economy of skill formation

Comparative research on SWT regimes adopts a wide perspective covering education systems, 
labor market regulations, and welfare regulations. However, due to the focus on young people in 
transition from education to work, these analyses often convey a supply-side view of the labor 
market which underplays the role of the demand of work and structure of the productive systems 
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(Saar and Räis, 2017). From this point of view, a political economy perspective is useful to factor 
in the central role of firms, employers, and social partners, investigating how the interaction 
between labor demand and supply shapes the development of skills and the transitions from educa-
tion to work. On the negative side, this research strand tends to overlook the complexity of educa-
tional systems and welfare policy provision, often limiting their explanations to the VET sector and 
to the rational decision-making of companies (Frommberger and Porcher, 2023). Within a political 
economy approach, Busemeyer and Trampusch (2012) developed an influential typology of skills 
formation regimes, drawing on Greinert’s (2004) concept of learning cultures and on the varieties 
of capitalism approach (Hall and Soskice, 2001). Skill formation regimes result from the interplay 
between the degree of firm involvement and public commitment to the skills system (especially to 
vocational education at the upper secondary level). Skill systems may differ concerning specific 
activities, like VET provision, funding, and control, and regarding specific actors’ roles like the 
state or social partners. Regimes also vary due to the relationship between VET and the general 
education system. Accordingly, the authors distinguish between four types of skill formation 
regimes in post-industrial countries. (a) Collective regimes (e.g., Austria, Germany, and Switzerland) 
in which the collaboration between firms, associations, and the state in providing and financing 
vocational skills has a long tradition. (b) Liberal regimes (e.g., the United States) in which voca-
tional skills are mainly provided through on-the-job training. In these countries, public funding for 
VET is comparatively low to medium, and, generally, the level of public commitment is low. (c) 
Statist regimes (e.g., France and Sweden) in which the state is the provider of vocational skills 
education and training. These countries show high rates of VET participation as it is integrated into 
general schooling, which raises its social value. (d) Segmentalist regimes (e.g., Japan) in which 
large and competitive firms are deeply involved in the training of their employees, while the public 
commitment to VET is low.

The critical debate and the role of space

The classifications we discussed so far tend to share two assumptions: First, that institutions relate 
to one another according to various degrees of complementarity and producing specific socio-
economic outcomes (Hall and Soskice, 2001); second, the need to reduce complexity by emphasiz-
ing common characteristics of groups of cases. Beyond the limitations of specific classifications, 
the scholarly debate also highlighted some shortcomings that are inherent to the use of typologies 
in comparative analysis on SWT.

According to Walther (2017) and Lassnigg (2020), typologies may overlook change and empha-
size the internal coherence of types and features. Change over time is emphasized by Hadjivassiliou 
et al. (2018), who maintain that institutional configurations are in a state of flux, blurring the inter-
nal coherence of transition regimes, although path-dependency limits the scope of change (Bosch, 
2017). Other authors state that the focus on limited structural features overlooks the complexity of 
SWT as an object of research that involves several sub-systems, actors, and institutions (Roberts, 
2018). The coexistence and competition of sub-systems that can be referred to as different types is 
therefore paramount to grasping the complexity of existing cases as unique national configurations 
(Frommberger and Porcher, 2023). Along this line, both variable-oriented and case-based research 
singled out hybrid cases or outliers that are difficult to classify according to most used typologies 
(Lassnigg, 2020; Raffe, 2014). As a result, scholars have been calling for case studies of transition 
regimes in specific national (or local) contexts to enrich the debate.

A main point that speaks to the complexity of national cases is the territorial articulation of 
social policies and SWT. Analysis on SWTs and skill formation mainly engages with country com-
parison (Raffe, 2014), overlooking significant territorial heterogeneity below the country level. 
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Regional and local contexts can affect SWT by enabling (or hindering) specific opportunities for 
young people, due to the interactions between: (a) multilevel governance arrangements and service 
provision (Kazepov, 2010) and (b) persisting spatial disparities in a variety of domains, from 
employment to economic development, demographic and education-related conditions (Rodriguez-
Pose, 2018; Scandurra et al., 2021). Point (a) refers to the transformative processes that impacted 
mature welfare states countries from the 1970s and ushered in the rescaling of policy responsibili-
ties to jurisdictions above and below the national state (Kazepov, 2010). Within multilevel govern-
ance structures, paths of devolution and stricter coordination coexist in complex scenarios: As 
policies move through this multi-layered process, significant intra-country variation is produced in 
policy outputs and outcomes (Ciccia and Javornik, 2019), in both federal and unitary states (Bacher 
et al., 2017). The rescaling of policy responsibilities toward subnational scales of governance 
strongly affects service provision, such as training and ALMPs (Cefalo and Scandurra, 2023), 
because it is highly dependent on implementation procedures and contextual differentiation 
(Kazepov and Ranci, 2017). According to Kazepov (2010), multilevel governance structures of 
policy provision deal differently with territorial aspects affecting population needs. Point (b) main-
tains that the context within which policies are implemented contributes to structure opportunities, 
distribution of outcomes, and inequalities. Territorial disparities refer to the configuration of needs 
and (territorial) specificities with which regulatory jurisdictions and implementation processes 
must cope (Kazepov et al., 2022). In Europe, dynamics of agglomeration, skill-based technological 
change, and new patterns of migration and trade prompted a geography of jobs with pronounced 
inter-regional inequalities (Rodríguez-Pose et al., 2023). Regional contexts appear, to an extent, 
separate from the overall national performance, as elements of endogenous development, and can 
mediate the impact of policies (Cefalo and Scandurra, 2023; Keating, 2021). It is important to note 
that heterogeneity can be high also in the presence of national responsibilities in the governance of, 
for instance, training, as the enactment of skills agendas takes place within local socio-economic 
contexts. Crucially, this research emphasizes the interaction between policy provision and contex-
tual socio-economic characteristics, as key to understanding within-country differentiation in pol-
icy outputs and outcomes. National welfare systems can be marked by the prominence of active 
subsidiarity—in the presence of significant autonomy of subnational jurisdictions (regions, cities, 
and so on) together with relevant (also financial) support and coordination from the central state—
or passive subsidiarity—when the devolution of competences unfolds without central resources 
and coordination. We find this subsidiarity frame particularly fitting for our research, given the fact 
that national SWT systems often defer competences to subnational jurisdictions (e.g., VET and 
ALMPs) and that the crucial linkage between education and labor market is necessarily affected by 
local production systems (Garritzmann et al., 2021; Kazepov and Cefalo, 2022).

Taking stock of the debate reviewed so far, we argue that the combination of typological contri-
butions from different research strands can be helpful in reducing oversimplification by orienting 
in-depth case studies. This relational and spatial perspective allows us to consider how institutions 
shaping SWT are organized through complex multilevel settings and contribute to heterogeneous 
outcomes between but also within countries. An encompassing visualization of our orienting ana-
lytical frame is presented in Figure 1 and Table 11.

Methods and data

In order to structure and enrich the comparison, our research is guided by a modular approach to 
its analytical framework that: (a) combines several analytical dimensions from the literature on 
SWTs and skill formation (see Table 1) and (b) adopts a spatial and context-sensitive perspective 
to account for critics on the limits of such classifications. The modular approach to policy research 



Cefalo and Kazepov 7

was developed by Scharpf (1997) to address complex research objects typically related to the study 
of policy provision within macro-social units, such as countries and SWT systems. According to 
the author, complex constellations of situational and institutional factors are better grasped by a 
multidimensional property space coming from a framework that combines multiple perspectives 
(modules). Explanations of outcomes, in this view, do not just add indicators but rather need to 
combine the specification of the institutional settings, of the actors’ constellation, and of their mode 
of interaction. This approach is coherent with the aims of our case-based investigation, that is, 
accounting for complex relationality and spatial differentiation to allow for a more nuanced analy-
sis of the combination of factors affecting SWT outcomes in Italy and Austria.

Driven by the logic of comparison, this article focuses on a small-N, case-oriented comparison 
(Mahoney, 2008). Case studies and small-N comparisons are useful for both theory-building and 
theory-testing, as they explore the impact of many relevant factors (Della Porta and Keating, 2008). 
The selection of Austria and Italy responds to a diverse cases design apt to explore the range of 
variation of conditions and outcomes (Seawright and Gerring, 2008): The two countries present 
strongly contrasting SWT patterns (see Table 2 and section “Regimes and outcomes of SWTs in 
Italy and Austria”) that in the literature are linked to different regimes of SWT and skill formation. 
However, our approach brings in both relationality and spatiality in the case studies analysis, 
unveiling a more complex combination of factors at work that contribute to explaining the con-
trasting SWT outcomes.

Figure 1. Typologies and main dimensions of school-to-work transitions.
Source: Our elaboration.
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In identifying the mechanisms underlying complex social realities, such as SWT, we link vari-
ous partial theories in a modular construct (Héretier, 2008; Scharpf, 1997) to orient the analysis 
and produce a composite explanation of our outcomes of interest. Accordingly, the case studies 
describe the multilevel settings of the welfare state, education system, and labor market, comple-
mented by a political economy perspective that looks at the productive system and the coordination 
among public, private actors, and social partners. The main SWT policies considered are VET 
provision, apprenticeship, ALMPs, and PES, implemented in different subnational contexts. 
Finally, a time-sensitive lens emphasizes the main developments in the last two decades. Our goal 
is not to identify experimental or statistical causation but rather to unveil mechanisms and multiple 
relationships affecting the outcome of interest within the scope of comparative policy analysis 
(Mahoney, 2008; Peters, 2022). This implies revealing differences and similarities in the observed 
conditions and outcomes, as well as “relating relations” (Walther, 2022) to elicit insights related to 
the impact of structural and institutional features (Desjardins and Ioannidou, 2020).

In the next sections, we juxtapose the two cases by means of descriptive analysis of secondary 
data on educational, labor market, and territorial outcomes of SWT. Furthermore, we carry out a 
case-based institutional analysis to identify relations between SWT outcomes, meaningful institu-
tional traits, actors, and their interaction (Raffe, 2008; Walther, 2022). Then, we deploy logical and 
structural forms of comparison based on the analytical framework in Figure 1 and Table 1 (Ragin, 
2014) and discuss our results in light of the expected classifications of Italy and Austria in SWT 
and skill formation comparisons. The institutional analysis is based on previous scientific litera-
ture, gray literature, and official documents retrieved from national sources (such as ministries and 
research institutes) and complemented by 24 experts and stakeholders’ interviews at the national 
and subnational level (including PES, training providers, social partners, national and regional 
public officers; see the list in the Appendix)2. It should be noted that the main purpose of our analy-
sis is to illustrate empirically the frame developed in the previous sections; therefore, we do not 
specifically cover the impact of COVID-19 and report secondary data only until 2019 (Table 2), as 
this would go beyond the scope of the article.

Regimes and outcomes of SWTs in Italy and Austria

Referring to the transition and skill formation regimes presented in the “Integrating typologies and 
beyond: toward a modular approach” section, we can describe Austria as a corporatist welfare state 
characterized by an employment-centered and collective skill formation regime. As main traits of 
countries from these regimes, we expect selective and standardized education systems, a promi-
nence of dual VET (apprenticeship), and high levels of employers’ involvement in the provision of 
training (Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012; Hadjivassilou et al., 2018), associated with fast and 
stable transitions to employment for youth. Italy is a Mediterranean welfare state characterized by 
a sub-protective and statist regime (Benassi et al., 2022; Pastore, 2015). From the literature, we 
would therefore expect the Italian case to display comprehensive education systems, low relevance 
and take-up of publicly funded VET (school-based), weak linkages between the education system 
and the labor market, and publicly funded VET provision, associated with difficult and lengthy 
transitions.

Aggregated indicators of SWT in terms of (un)employment outcomes for youth tend to provide 
a picture that is coherent with SWT regimes’ classifications. Table 2 compares cross-sectional 
indicators on SWT outcomes to juxtapose Italy and Austria and situate them in the European land-
scape, using the EU average and selected countries from other welfare regimes as additional com-
parative references for the exercise. The Italian labor market offers few opportunities to young 
people, who tend to finish their studies and search for a job only afterward navigating through long 
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and difficult transitions from education to work (Sergi et al., 2018). This is confirmed by high 
NEET and unemployment rates. By contrast, in Austria, youth employment rates are above the EU 
average, and unemployment and NEET (Not in Employment, Education or Training) rates are 
comparatively low, although observers note a rise in the number of youth unemployed after 2011. 
If we include a larger set of indicators, including educational and territorial outcomes, the picture 
gets more complex. Both countries show a marked increase in enrolment and participation in edu-
cation in the last decade, with a consequent decrease in dropouts. In both cases, half of the popula-
tion 25–34 has upper secondary education as higher attainment, but in Austria, the upper secondary 
sector showed marked signs of contraction vis-à-vis higher education after 2008. Italy presents 
steep dispersion in employment and unemployment rates, as a sign of multiple territorial differen-
tiations, first between the North and the South of the country. To put it clearly, Northern regions 
usually show values that come close to EU averages, while Southern regions rank among the worst 
across all European regions (Scandurra et al., 2021). Also in Austria, however, we can notice sig-
nificant dispersion in unemployment regional rates. Interestingly, Vienna has the highest youth 
unemployment and NEET rates among Austrian regions. The case studies presented in the next 
section delve deeper into the SWT systems underlying these patterns and unveil nuanced configu-
rations that reflect only partially the classification of Italy and Austria into regime types.

Institutions and transitions in Italy and Austria

The institutional configuration of SWT in Austria

The Austrian welfare state is characterized by an encompassing social insurance system and social 
partners play a strong role in the administration of important branches of social protection (Österle 
and Heitzmann, 2019). In terms of multilevel governance, the intervention of the Austrian state is 
organized through its “weak” federalist structure (Erk, 2004). The federal government has the leg-
islative and administrative responsibility for education and training. A similar federal division of 
responsibilities is observed for the provision of active policies, that are defined and implemented 
mostly at the central level and through the national network of PES. The nine federal provinces 
(Länder) oversee organizing the delivery of many social policies, but they highly depend on finan-
cial means granted by the central state, which operates through financial compensation 
(Finanzausgleich) to limit differences in service provision. Within this welfare architecture, Austria 
displays above-average values (Table A1) in expenditure in education and ALMPs, especially on 
training measures.

The Austrian education system is stratified and standardized: at the age of 10 years, pupils are 
sorted in parallel channels (early tracking) that set toward a vocational or pre-academic trajectory. 
Recent de-tracking reforms aimed at increasing the inclusiveness of the system at early ages, but 
the results have been mixed (Flecker et al., 2020). Regulations, examinations, and procedures are 
uniform, and the qualifications attained are recognized throughout the country. Austria presents a 
tight coupling between educational qualifications and employment outcomes. The education sys-
tem, and especially vocational training tracks, produces qualifications as signals on sector speciali-
zation and individual skills and firms tend to rely on such signals for their hiring procedures. The 
Austrian labor market shows comparatively high levels of employment, partially due to the persist-
ing weight of the industrial sector, and moderate productivity in comparative terms. At the same 
time, signs of an ongoing transition toward more skill-intensive sectors pose significant challenges 
for people with low formal qualifications a situation worsened by the in-flows of foreign workers 
and of refugees after 2015 (Flecker et al., 2020). Notwithstanding the comparatively high opportu-
nities for youth to enter the core sectors of the labor market, segmentation is in fact growing, as can 
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be gauged by the increasing number of non-standard jobs in marginal sectors, especially in small 
and traditional firms that still play a significant role in the Austrian economy (Bliem et al., 2016; 
Culpepper, 2007).

A core element of the Austrian SWT system is the strong vocational orientation, where a strong 
dual apprenticeship system as the main core of the VET system is usually associated with fast and 
stable SWT (Hadjivassilou et al., 2018). Due to the high commitment of the state in the provision 
of VET, as well as to the direct involvement of private firms and social partners and private firms 
in dual vocational training (apprenticeship), Austria is classified as a collective skill system 
(Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012). However, when looking at the different policy instruments, 
Austria is better described as a hybrid case (Lassnigg, 2011). The VET system is constituted by 
work-based (dual apprenticeship) and school-based tracks (vocational and technical schools—
Berufsbildende Mittlere Schule (BMS) and Berufsbildende Hohere Schule (BHS)). Dual vocational 
training accommodates a relevant share of all secondary school graduates, combining part-time 
vocational schooling and structured learning on the job. Students who pass the final examination 
obtain formal qualifications and a recognized professional certificate. Dual apprenticeships seem 
to facilitate timely entry into the labor market: Typically, around 35–40 percent of each cohort 
enters the labor market through an apprenticeship, and unemployment rates of graduated appren-
tices are much lower than those of low-qualified (Bliem et al., 2016). However, the dual system has 
been recently declining in Austria, owing to the trend toward increased participation in school-
based and higher education and to the shrinking number of firms offering training.

Dual apprenticeship and full-time schooling developed both independently and in competition, 
with a progressive deterioration of quality and quantity of apprenticeship over time, establishing 
functional links with different sectors of the Austrian economy and labor market (Lassnigg, 2011). 
The Austrian dual system displays a high degree of formalization (training regulations and require-
ments for firms) and involvement of social partners (via the Chamber of Labor and the Economic 
Chamber) in developing the regulations and monitoring the training, but not in political decision-
making (Emmenegger and Seitzl, 2020). Apprenticeship is also characterized by a dominant core 
of individual and tacit learning, with very traditional practices of training and little supervision. In 
school-based tracks, social partners have reduced formal competences, although they tend to col-
laborate fostering the links between VET schools and firms. The expansion of BHS, also providing 
short-cycle tertiary qualifications (ISCED 5), in the last decades is one of the factors behind the 
steep increase of tertiary educated displayed in Table 2. While the dual system is more connected 
with small and medium firms in traditional sectors of the Austrian economy (Culpepper, 2007), big 
firms and innovative sectors tend to turn to BHS or applied science universities as a primary source 
of skilled workers. Accordingly, the involvement of firms in dual training declines with the increase 
in the number of employees (Bliem et al., 2016).

In response to the decline of apprenticeship, the Austrian government supports small and 
medium enterprises by offering training through several subsidies. Moreover, bridges between 
dual training and higher education have been introduced to increase the attractivity of apprentice-
ship contracts: Apprentices can obtain qualifications to access vocational branches of tertiary edu-
cation through flexible preparatory courses and exams. Most youth-oriented ALMPs (as the 
Austrian Youth Guarantee) aim at supporting young people below 18 years who are not able to find 
an apprenticeship. In 2008, the Austrian Vocational Training Act gave young people the opportu-
nity to obtain vocational qualifications in supra-company apprenticeships financed by the PES 
(Schlögl et al., 2020).

As we saw, the provision of VET is centralized, although the federal states participate in financ-
ing training and have the opportunity to pursue some specific educational and ALMP objectives 
that are reflected, for instance, in the varying importance of the different school tracks (Bacher 
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et al., 2017). This moderate institutional space for subnational variation interacts with the local 
characteristics of the economy. Accordingly, the share of pupils in dual apprenticeship is signifi-
cantly higher where industrial employment is higher, peaking in Upper Austria (ibw—Institut für 
Bildungsforschung der Wirtschaft, 2019). General schools and school-based VET are more popu-
lar in the Eastern part of the country and especially in an international service hub like Vienna. The 
capital is the main outlier with respect to national averages, due to the unique status of the capital 
city and Land at the same time. The skill formation profile of the city mainly turns to high-tech and 
advanced services in the tertiary sector of the economy, with a strong demand for highly qualified 
workers. Hence, the dual system is weaker—Vienna hosts 21 percent of the Austrian population 
and workers, but only 15 percent of the apprentices3 (ibw, 2019; Oberwimmer et al., 2019)—and 
employment opportunities for low-skilled, often with migration background, are shrinking. This 
mismatch results in high rates of youth unemployment and NEETs compared with the other Länder. 
As federal state governments can add layers of localized measures to national provision, Vienna 
presents a unique institutional configuration of ALMP provision: the Vienna Employment 
Promotion Fund (WAFF) engages primarily in the provision of lifelong learning (Ahn and Kazepov, 
2022) and complements the local section of PES. Given the challenges, the main focus of local 
ALMPs provision shifted to the integration of immigrants and refugees, especially after 2015, and 
to the public provision of supra-company apprenticeship (5300 positions in Vienna on a total of 
12,000 in the whole country in 2018; see: ibw, 2019).

The institutional configuration of SWTs in Italy

In the Italian welfare state, underdeveloped service provision goes together with a passive subsidi-
arity configuration (Kazepov, 2010) that endows the family with primary responsibilities. ALMPs 
and PES are underfinanced and scarcely effective in supporting youth in the transition to the labor 
market, so young people need to rely intensively on family networks for job search and material 
support (Ascoli and Pavolini, 2015). The multilevel governance structure displays strong regional 
autonomies, where subnational jurisdictions have significant regulatory, funding, and managing 
functions in the presence of a weak national coordination (Kazepov and Cefalo, 2022). This often 
brings about volatile funding and unequal implementation across territories. Deep territorial dis-
parities are amplified by institutional fragmentation (Ascoli and Pavolini, 2015), with a scattered 
division of responsibilities between the central state and the regions in the field of regional VET, 
apprenticeship, and ALMPs.

School is comprehensive, with the first separation in tracks taking place at the beginning of 
upper secondary education (at age 14), when pupils can opt between generalist pre-academic edu-
cation, 5 years of technical and vocational schools, and 3 years of vocational courses organized by 
the regions. Notwithstanding the relatively late age of tracking, mechanisms of differentiation in 
later stages of education significantly affect social reproduction (Schindler et al., 2023). The cen-
tral state is mostly responsible for the provision of education (Ballarino, 2015), with the notable 
exception of regional vocational training. On the supply side, the separation between education and 
work is a defining trait of the Italian education system and has historical and cultural roots reflected 
in the marked sequentiality of the institutional setting, which creates few contacts with the labor 
market and postpones the development of work-related skills after the conclusion of the educa-
tional career (Pastore, 2019). On the demand side, this separation is reinforced by the peculiarity 
of the productive setup. The Italian economy is dominated by small firms, usually scarcely inclined 
to innovation and investment in training, that do not value educational qualifications and certifica-
tions. Beyond these general traits, the Italian economy is marked by sharp territorial differences, a 
regionalized capitalism based on local networks (Trigilia and Burroni, 2009) that displays deep 
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divides in the productive structure and socio-economic conditions, especially between the better-
off Northern and the strongly lagging Southern regions.

The Italian education system provides a differentiated set of pathways for youth. Upper second-
ary education is characterized by a dualism between the generalist and academic-oriented track 
(Licei) mainly preparing pupils for tertiary education and three VET tracks managed at the national 
(Istituti Tecnici, Professionali) and regional levels (Istruzione e Formazione Professionale). A 
three-sided apprenticeship system comes beside the prevailing school-based vocational training. 
Dual apprenticeship contracts allow one to gain an upper secondary or tertiary qualification (types 
I and III), combining part-time vocational schooling and learning on the job, similar to the dual 
system in Austria. Formal apprenticeship (type II) leads to a professional qualification defined by 
collective agreements. Formal apprenticeship combines institutional training provided by the 
regions with workplace training, without close links to the formal education system. The national 
VET tracks aim at providing youth with both general and practice-oriented knowledge to prepare 
them for particular occupations but tend to replicate contents and teaching modes of generalist 
education, with a residual role of laboratories or work-based training (Ballarino, 2015). Tertiary 
education is scarcely differentiated; the university plays the main role, while vocational institutions 
are almost absent.

A central feature is the reduced vocational orientation of the transition system, characterized by 
the separation between education and the labor market, school and firms, training, and working 
moments (Kazepov and Ranci, 2017; Sergi et al., 2018). In Italian skill formation, the provision of 
training is mostly school-based and sequential, since it separates education and work and thereby 
delays the acquisition of work-related experience (Pastore et al., 2021). Weak institutional linkages 
are not able to structure effectively the transitions to employment, thus contributing to a steep 
mismatch between the qualifications attained by young people and employers’ requests. Below-
average public investments in training and the scarce involvement of firms and social partners are 
further traits making the Italian skill formation system rather a hybrid with features from the statist 
and the liberal regime. At the local level, several instances of stable cooperation among schools and 
companies, and in some cases the social partners, can be documented. These voluntaristic bottom-
up networks often use available policy tools such as internships and dual or formal apprentice-
ships; they constitute good practices with low systemic diffusion, that from a territorial perspective 
even contribute to stronger fragmentation as they depend on the direct involvement of the demand 
side. However, the Italian labor market is mostly made of small companies with scarce innovative 
potential that create low employment opportunities and saw the disproportionate growth of a low-
qualified work demand in the last decades, while high-qualified work demand is stagnating (Fellini, 
2015). These traits are particularly pronounced in the less dynamic areas of the country and espe-
cially in the South, adding territorial divides that increase the disadvantage for youth in transition. 
Segmentation and mismatch for young people are not compensated by an effective provision of 
ALMPs. The governance of ALMPs is under the responsibility of the regions but what strikes most 
in international comparison is the poor funding of PES (Pastore, 2019). Moreover, the major share 
of ALMP expenditure is directed toward employment incentives4 (Sacchi and Vesan, 2015), with 
training being at less than 30 percent of the total.

Several recent reforms tackled the limited vocational orientation and the support SWT via 
activation policies for unemployed and inactive youth. Within the multi-track VET system, a long 
chain of interventions in the last two decades introduced compulsory work-based learning in 
upper secondary schools (alternanza scuola-lavoro) and tried to promote dual apprenticeships. 
The reforms aimed at establishing an “Italian way to the dual system” by promoting the acquisi-
tion of work experience during upper secondary education but encountered several obstacles in 
implementation. Work-based learning—further renamed Percorsi per le Competenze Trasversali 
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e per l’Orientamento—spread all over the country from 2015 on, but this went together with the 
reduction of hours and resources. Together with the persisting lack of formal regulations for train-
ing standards in firms, the sparse data available show a significant reduction in students, schools, 
and firms involved between 2015 and 2019 (National Council of Economy Labour (CNEL), 
2019). Work-based learning was mostly realized through internships in small and micro firms, 
with the partial exception of regional VET, where around 3300 dual apprenticeship contracts were 
activated (INAPP, 2021). Nonetheless, dual apprenticeships remain highly marginal in the Italian 
skill formation system, covering around 5 percent of the total apprenticeship contracts. In con-
trast, formal apprenticeships cover by far the lion’s share of apprenticeship contracts, highlighting 
serious weakness in the related provision of the training component (Kazepov and Ranci, 2017). 
Apprenticeships are often used as temporary employment at lower labor costs and are still depre-
ciated from a cultural standpoint, as apprentices are perceived as low-skilled workers who learn 
the job by observing more experienced colleagues in their working activity (Cefalo and Kazepov, 
2020).

As for ALMPs and PES, youth transitions have been directly targeted by the Youth Guarantee, 
co-funded by the European Union, and by the creation of a national agency for ALMPs (ANPAL-
Agenzia Nazionale Politiche Attive del Lavoro), to enforce central coordination of the system. The 
results have been, at best, mixed, because the flux of resources and the implementation of the 
Guarantee were hampered by the fragmentation and lack of administrative capacity of the PES 
(Pastore, 2019). The evidence shows steep territorial divides as well as unequal opportunities to 
take on the benefits from recent reforms: regional VET and apprenticeships are mostly diffused in 
local areas in Northern regions that can count on established networks of collaboration between 
schools, firms, and, in some cases, social partners (DD'Agostino and Vaccaro, 2021). For instance, 
six regions in the Center-North of the country gather over 70 percent of all Italian apprentices. 
Furthermore, the Northern regions of Lombardia, Veneto, and Piemonte cover 94 percent of the 
dual apprenticeship contracts activated within regional VET courses (INAPP, 2021). Similarly, the 
regional competences in ALMPs translated into significant territorial differences in the implemen-
tation of the Youth Guarantee, not limited by the inconsistence of the national agency of 
coordination.

Mixed and multilevel configurations

The comparison between Italy and Austria is synthesized in Table 3, following the combination of 
dimensions described above. At first sight, differences in SWT outcomes follow what we might 
expect from international classifications. Austria shows comparatively positive SWT outcomes, 
although with emerging lines of segmentation and disadvantages for low-skilled and youth with 
migration background. In contrast, Italian youth are strongly disadvantaged on the labor market as 
they have to navigate through long transitions with high risks of unemployment or precarization. 
However, both countries display a high level of upper secondary attainment among youth, possibly 
pointing toward a significant role played by vocational training in both institutional settings. 
Furthermore, national averages of transition outcomes conceal degrees of internal differentiation. 
Territorial dispersion is very pronounced in Italy, especially between the more dynamic Northern 
areas and the South of the country. In the North, local networks involving schools, firms, and social 
partners are diffused; apprenticeship contracts and VET tracks providing intermediate technical 
skills are more frequent, and ALMP provision tends to be more effective. This relates to SWT 
outcomes that are closer to the EU averages, while in the South, companies are smaller and rarely 
involved in training, and job opportunities are limited and often within the shadow economy, 
bringing to extreme levels of youth disadvantage. Perhaps unexpectedly, territorial differences are 
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significant in Austria too—although to a lesser degree—among the more touristic Western regions, 
the industrial Eastern regions, and the case of Vienna. While a dynamic economy contributes to 
generally positive SWT outcomes, migration in-flows and growing segmentation affecting low 
educated youth conjure into higher unemployment rates in the capital. The dual system is mostly 
diffused in some industrial regions, associated with extremely low youth unemployment, but is 
comparatively weaker in Vienna.

As expected from the literature, both education systems are mostly standardized, but the Italian 
one is comprehensive and sequential; scarcely connected to the labor market where small and 
micro-companies do not attribute high values to educational qualifications and reluctantly partici-
pate in training provision. This marks a strong difference with Austria, where education builds 
several trajectories of potential integration for young people, in the context of a tight coupling 
between a stratifying education system with strong vocational orientations and an occupational 
labor market requesting vocational and educational qualifications. Nonetheless, early tracking still 
contributes to the segmentation of educational paths and labor market careers.

Interestingly, the institutional analysis highlighted some mixed traits that do not fit with the 
overall classification of Austria and Italy as, respectively, employment-centered and collective 
skill formation, and as sub-protective and statist skill formation. Both countries present a combina-
tion of established vocational schools and apprenticeship provisions that make their institutional 
setting more similar than expected. This common trait constitutes an important base for compari-
son showing that similarities in formal regulations can translate into contrasting levels of imple-
mentation and outputs: it is the relative weight of the elements considered, as well as the involvement 
of supporting institutions and social partners actors within the regulatory frame that denote a higher 
level of vocational orientation in Austria than in Italy. Furthermore, PES and ALMPs play a strong 
compensatory role of labor market mismatches in Austria, while PES and ALMPs provision is 
underfinanced and fragmented in Italy.

The Austrian case displays a dualistic structure marked by competition between VET schools 
and dual apprenticeships with functional connections to sectors of the economy. School-based 
VET tracks have higher prestige and links with the most innovative sectors of the economy (i.e., 
engineering and business), but a lower participation of the social partners. The dual system is less 
prestigious but sees a direct involvement of private companies providing training and of the social 
partners. Apprentices are mostly employed in small and traditional firms, but open positions are 
declining and difficult to access for certain subgroups of youth, that is, low-skilled often with 
migration background. Therefore, the impact of dual apprenticeships on the positive employment 
outcomes of Austrian youth should not be overestimated: These are rather the result of comple-
mentarities between a mixed VET configuration with functional links to the labor market and a 
robust youth safety net provided by ALMPs and PES, that compensate for the loss of quantity, 
quality, and reputation of the Austrian dual system. This mix of features gives a nuanced portrait of 
the Austrian case, in a sort of intermediate position between social-democratic countries and con-
tinental Germany (Lassnigg, 2020).

Also in Italy, the VET sector has an established multi-track structure and a diffusion that one 
would not expect in a sub-protective regime: a large statist vocational schooling component is the 
bulk of upper secondary education but the picture is completed by a complex mix of regional VET 
courses, dual and formal apprenticeship schemes. The relative weight of these components is 
unbalanced toward school-based VET tracks that show, however, signs of academization, confirm-
ing the cultural division between learning and working (Greinert, 2004) and contributing to the low 
vocational orientation of the Italian case. A further trait of VET in Italy is the marginality of voca-
tional institutions in tertiary education, a stark contrast with the rise of work-based academic edu-
cation in Austria (Graf, 2016). The analysis gives the picture of a composite VET system with 



18 International Journal of Comparative Sociology 00(0)

strong criticalities and comparatively low investments, a skill formation that mixes statist, liberal, 
and collective traits but struggles to facilitate timely transitions into the labor market.

The contrasting features in the coordination between firms, social partners, and the central state 
mark the two cases. The Italian system is sequential, as it implies a separation between education 
and employment, which delays the acquisition of work experience. In Austria employers, social 
partners and public actors coordinate to develop collectively industry-specific skills within the dual 
system, but this happens to a lesser extent for school-based VET, which presents instead less for-
malized ties with the economy. It is interesting to note how some Austrian observers (Lassnigg, 
2020) downplay the role of coordination in the Austrian system: dual VET and school-based VET 
developed independently and in competition with diverse governance structures. This means that 
the range of institutionalized opportunities for young people emerged without an overall plan, 
except for the shared policy priority of promoting youth employment. This brings to the forefront 
the compensating and mediating role played by the public actor, through PES and ALMP provi-
sion: The period of observation identifies an overall stability with an increase of state intervention 
in subsidizing apprenticeship positions, in response to the long-term decline of the dual VET. 
However, ALMPs and VET provision in the case of Vienna are struggling to compensate for the 
accumulation of disadvantage for low-skilled youth, often with migration background, which 
might pose significant challenges to the Austrian SWT system in the near future.

In the Italian case, the coordination between state, school, social partners, and firms is not a 
stable systemic configuration. The last two decades saw several interventions to promote work-
based learning and dual apprenticeships, in order to foster a higher involvement of firms in the 
provision of training. This happened within a multilevel setting characterized by weak central 
coordination and strong territorial disparities. In Italy, the institutional fragmentation feeds on, and 
is fueled by, steep territorial divides, rather than acting as a balancing force. The result is that new 
measures often result selectively effective, owing to pre-existing regional networks of collabora-
tion in areas with more dynamic industries and local production systems. It is the case, for instance, 
of Northern regions with a more established provision of PES and networks of collaboration 
between schools and firms (D’Agostino and Vaccaro, 2021; Sergi et al., 2018). Youth opportunities 
are thus scattered along several lines of disadvantage that pertain to age, territorial differentiation, 
institutional fragmentation, inadequate service provision, and low-qualified work demand. While 
in Italy we can observe local good practices that struggle to become systemic in a resulting exac-
erbation of territorial divides, in Austria, the mix of centralized and localized provision of services 
seems better equipped to balance local differences. Apprenticeship is weaker in areas with lower 
industrial development, but the central provision of PES and ALMPs is complemented by local 
programs funded by federal states, providing some spaces for compensation. The case of Vienna 
stands out, as the city tailors service provision trying to respond to challenges of in-coming migra-
tion, lack of apprenticeship positions, and internationalization. Conversely, other parts of the coun-
try still rely mostly on vocational skills and a pervasive dual apprenticeship system.

Outlook: implications for youth opportunities and territorial 
disparities

In this article, we presented a comparison of the institutional configurations of SWT in Italy and 
Austria, structured by a modular frame (Scharpf, 1997) of analytical dimensions from comparative 
SWT and skill formation research. Our ambition was to show how small-N comparisons that 
emphasize relational and spatial interactions allow a more nuanced understanding of how SWTs 
unfold within complex multilevel settings. The two cases present entrenched traits of the respective 
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SWT and welfare models that are perpetuated across policy fields and administrative structures, as 
well as features that challenge some consolidated characteristics of the existing classifications. All 
in all, the case studies confirmed that large international comparisons overlook similarities between, 
as well as variations within the cases, that have a significant impact on SWT.

Both Italy and Austria present multi-track VET within their education systems, with school-
based training and apprenticeships that make their skill formation regime classification ambiguous. 
However, the relative weight of these subsectors, as well as the interaction among supporting 
institutions, private firms, and social partners mark the difference between the two countries and 
contribute to the divide in SWT outcomes. The low diffusion of apprenticeship, as well as the lim-
ited involvement of private firms and social partners in training provision, denotes weaker linkages 
with the labor market in Italy. This contrast is increased by the fact that the Austrian labor market 
creates more employment opportunities for young people and attributes higher value to vocational 
qualifications.

Furthermore, a crucial difference relates to the role of the state in the multilevel governance of 
SWT. Policies shaping transitions are provided through jurisdictional levels—mostly national and 
regional—that interact with territorial contexts—such as the regional socio-economic system—
producing significant within-country variations in SWT outcomes. Austria can be described as a 
case of active subsidiarity (Kazepov, 2010), where the central government delegates certain social 
functions to collectively organized interests and federal states. The active connotation refers to the 
fact that the state provides a coherent regulatory frame and intervenes through PES and ALMP 
provision to enhance youth integration. Notwithstanding the limited cooperation among education 
subsectors, the public actor is key in reaching a higher level of overall coordination than in Italy. 
So far, this setting has been comparatively effective in ensuring labor market participation in 
Austria, but the complex structure of sub-systems with different governance and limited coopera-
tion creates a potentially unstable equilibrium that could be challenged by economic pressures and 
in-flows of migration.

In the case of Italy, welfare provision is marked by low financial supports and limited capacity 
of central coordination exhibited in fragmented regional VET, apprenticeships, PES, and ALMPs. 
This configuration resembles the principle of passive subsidiarity (Kazepov, 2010); the state del-
egates to family networks, market arrangements, and subnational units without appreciable coor-
dination, and feeble standard setting or financial support. As a result, weak linkages between 
education, training, and firms in managing vocational paths continue to characterize youth transi-
tions, notwithstanding recent reform efforts. Furthermore, institutional fragmentation exacerbates 
spatial disparities, because better-off regions can make the most of the limited opportunities offered 
by scattered VET and ALMP provision, in the absence of effective mechanisms of spatial 
redistribution.

We consider our results as complementary and not opposed to larger-scale comparisons, adding 
a much-needed nuance rather than negating the heuristic value of classificatory efforts. In our view, 
in-depth case studies embracing higher degrees of complexity should engage with cross-country 
comparisons in an active dialogue to improve their understanding. The use of common analytical 
dimensions and concepts can provide a stimulating ground for discussion, avoiding the develop-
ment of isolated literature silos. This could be a step toward the extension of comparative SWT 
analysis to non-EU countries, by means of in-depth case studies that refer to (and also challenge) 
established analytical dimensions from the European comparative debate.

Despite our focus on case-specific explanations of SWT in two European countries, the approach 
we put forth allows some wider considerations that go beyond our specific cases and the European 
context. Our analysis warns that the underestimation of the relationality among multilevel settings 
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and subsectors underpinning SWT might lead to the promotion of ineffective one-size-fits-all poli-
cies. For instance, in Italy, the institutional fragmentation and the profound territorial disparities 
hampered the implementation of VET and apprenticeship reforms. In addition, one-size-fits-all 
policies could overlook relevant traits of successful cases. A good example here is how the focus 
on apprenticeship tends to overshadow the range of opportunities for youth integration that the 
mixed configuration of VET, ALMPs, and PES generates in Austria. However, policymakers 
should also consider that such a configuration did not result from a concerted and intentional 
reform effort, and therefore its replication in other contexts could be difficult.

Most importantly, our findings challenge the assumption of homogeneity within countries and 
demonstrate the relevance of spatially sensitive research and policymaking (Kazepov and Cefalo, 
2022). The Italian case illustrates how institutional fragmentation and neglect of territorial differ-
ences in policy design (and implementation) can even increase inequalities. Policies that create 
opportunities in better-off regions can indeed yield marginal outputs in disadvantaged areas due to 
a lack of adequate labor demand, as well as insufficient mediating services and networks among 
local actors. In turn, we should consider that scarce opportunities and the feeling of being “left 
behind” in lagging territories can fuel exclusion and even political discontent. Overlooked territo-
rial factors appear to play a role in the rise of populism both in Europe and the United States 
(Rodríguez-Pose et al., 2023). Territorial differences are tightly linked to global processes such as 
labor precarization and digitalization. These processes exert strong pressures for adaptation on 
labor markets and policy provision, ultimately affecting young people and their future careers. In 
our view, this motivates the need for further research comparing SWT regimes under different 
spatial configurations, expanding the range of comparison also beyond Europe.
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Notes

1. Our selection does not aim at providing the complete picture of typologies that have some connections 
with SWT. For instance, themes related to youth perceptions and citizenship fall out of the scope of this 
article.

2. Experts and stakeholder interviews, as well as documents, have been collected during the participation 
of the authors in European comparative projects on the topics of youth transitions, lifelong learning 
and learning outcomes, and territorial cohesion, during the period 2017–2024: YOUNG_ADULLLT, 
COHSMO, and CLEAR. The interviews that supported the case studies presented are listed in the 
Appendix.

3. The number of apprentices in the total youth population is at 32 percent in Vienna, well below the 
national average of 40 percent and the peaks of 50 percent in some Western provinces. Furthermore, the 
percentage of graduated apprentices not employed in the same sector after 2 years from graduation is 
down to 39–40 percent in the Western part, while it goes up to 46 percent in Vienna (ibw, 2019).

4. Furthermore, employment incentives to firms have been criticized for lack of standards and criteria rul-
ing the access to funding (Sacchi and Vesan, 2015).
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