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Europe: Pathways for a skill growth governance, Luxemburg, 2013).

Chapters 3-11 are based on OSA Survey results. Texts on regional issues are by 
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Paolo Federighi

Compared to a part of young people who will have excellent opportunities 
for growth and employment, there will be significant processes that increase 
distances with respect to the less gifted and the less fortunate. This trend towards 
a strong polarisation is the yardstick of the effectiveness of public policies for the 
functions that reduce unmotivated exclusion phenomena.

To describe the size of the challenge posed to public policies that pursue equity 
goals, we can take the following indicators as a reference since they have been 
sufficiently monitored over the last decade:

a. Persons with low education attainment level, defined (Eurostat) as the 
percentage of people of a given age class having attained an education level 
(Isced 0, 1 and 2).

b. Early leavers from education and training defined (Eurostat) as the percentage 
of the population aged 18-24 having attained at most lower secondary 
education and not being involved in further education or training. 

c. Young people neither in employment nor in education and training (NEET), 
the population of a given age group and sex who is not employed and not 
involved in further education or training. 

d. The ability of students 15-year-olds to use written information in situations 
which they encounter in their life. The data are coming from the Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA). In PISA, reading literacy is 
defined as understanding, using and reflecting written texts, in order to 
achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential and to 
participate in society. Such students have serious difficulties in using reading 
literacy as an effective tool to advance and extend their knowledge and skills 
in other areas.

Box 4 – Overview of four indicators of educational hardship 
Early leavers from education and training      

or training

geo\time

16 15,8 15,5 15,1 14,9 14,4 14,1 13,5
Source: Eurostat data 
       
Persons with low educational attainment, by age group : from 25 to 64 years 

geo\time

31,6 30,6 30,1 29,3 28,7 28 27,3 26,6
Source: Eurostat data
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Low reading literacy performance of pupils
Share of 15-year-old pupils who are at level 1 or below of the PISA combined reading literacy scale 

geo\time      

20,8 (s) 22,6 (s) 19,6 (s)

Source: Eurostat estimate        
         

Age From 20 to 34 years

geo\time      

20,8 (s) 22,6 (s) 19,6 (s)

Source: Eurostat data        
       
The data shown (Box 4) refer to various problems: the lack of qualifications, 

the low level of skills possessed, loss of use of the skills possessed. However, 
they are indicative of the size of the phenomenon of educational exclusion and 
processes of reproduction. 

The data that most directly concern CVET (Continuous Vocational Education 
and Training) policies of young people is related to persons with low educational 
attainment. They are in gradual decline, but the reduction trend is slow. It is a 
group of people that will negatively influence the growth possibilities of their own 
children. 

The data concerning the other three targets point out that there is a substantial 
pool of potential supply from the low skilled population. NEETs with upper 
secondary, post-secondary non-tertiary, first and second stage of tertiary education 

However, we must keep in mind the risk of obsolescence of their skills due to the 
fact that they do not use them.

 
The implementation of social inclusion policies through CVET has to deal also 

with other competing factors. Research shows that associated to the low skilled 
condition are other factors such as (OECD, 2012):

- the higher risk of unemployment: “The average employment rate for 

- the drop in participation in forms of social life: people “with higher levels of 
educational attainment are generally more likely than those with lower levels 
of attainment to engage in social activities” (OECD, 2012:10)

- lower participation in the political life of their country: “On average, the gap 
in the voting rate between adults with high and low levels of education (25-
64 year-olds) is 14.8 percentage points. This gap widens considerably to 
26.8 percentage points among younger adults (25-34 year-olds). For younger 
adults in Germany, the corresponding figure is 49.6 percentage points” 
(OECD, 2012:202)

- the greater propensity to conflict with different ethnic groups: “In all the 
OECD countries surveyed by the International Civic and Citizenship Education 
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Study (ICCS) 2009, lower secondary school students (grade 8) with higher 
measured levels of civic competencies (i.e. knowing and understanding 
elements and concepts of citizenship) showed higher levels of supportive 
attitudes towards equal rights for ethnic minorities (OECD, 2012:203)

- lower life expectancies: “On average, among 15 OECD countries,  a 30-year-
old male tertiary graduate can expect to live another 51 years, while a 30-year-
old man who has not completed upper secondary education can expect to 
live an additional 43 years” (OECD, 2012:202).

The combination of these conditions increases the complexity of implementing 
effective educational policies, as it requires complementary and synergic 
approaches among various types of policies. 

Below we will analyse the challenges for public policies starting from the 
demand for skills expressed by the labour market as a context factor where public 
policies have limited room for intervention, to move on to the analysis of the 
processes of polarisation effect of education and training policies and the training 
and educational conditions in the workplace.

The prospects of young people subject to processes of exclusion from training 
will make their integration in the labour market more difficult. This will occur even 
in the presence of high academic qualifications.

The demand for skills expressed by the labour market can predict the skills 
that will grow through work and those that will soon become obsolete due to 
lack of use. Analysing the past decade, “what we would normally expect is that 
demand for workers rises as the skill content of these occupations increases in 
a linear fashion. The picture is instead U-shaped, as predicted by job polarisation, 

demand for middle-skilled occupations” (Maselli, 2012:23).

Figure 4 - Job Polarisation in EU27, 2000-2010

 
Source: NeuJob elaboration of Eurostat – Labour Force Survey data (quoted in Maselli, 2012:23)
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This situation can lead to a future mismatch between the supply of skills and 
labour supply, “There is a trend towards polarisation on the labour demand 
side with respect to occupations in most European countries, whereas on the 
supply side, the trend is towards a linear upskilling of the population. Depending 
on the speed of these changes and on the skill content of current demand and 
supply, there is a risk that in some countries a skill mismatch problem will arise. 
More specifically, there is a risk of vertical mismatch, meaning that there is no 
correspondence between the formal qualification demanded by a certain job and 
the qualification of the worker. (…) The vertical mismatch can be of two types: 
overqualification or unfilled demand” (Maselli, 2012:26).

Figure 5 - Demand and Supply of Work with Respect to Skills/ Tasks in the EU27, 2010-2020

Source: NeuJob elaboration of Eurostat – Labour Force Survey data (quoted in Maselli, 2012:26)

This situation could present three types of dynamics:
a. The demand for low skilled labour justifies keeping part of the population in 

these educational conditions, possibly increasing the development of non-
cognitive skills required by professions falling within the scope of services 
to people. Only in a few countries such as Italy, Greece and Denmark, the 
number of low skilled workers is too high with respect to future requests 
from the labour market; 

b. The under-utilisation and thus the possible dispersion of the middle skilled 
workers, or upgrading them. “This category risks losing the most from the 
future potential equilibrium, especially in Germany, Austria, Hungary, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, the UK and the Baltic states” (Maselli, 2012:30);

c. Substantially maintaining the current level of high skilled workers.

Whatever happens, the polarisation process calls into question the value of 
diplomas held by young people. For many of them, the labour market does not 
take this into account. If, however, we assume that some form of rationality guides 
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and will guide the logics of access to the labour market, it is possible to consider 
that the selection criteria are more focused on the actual skills possessed, from 
previous careers and the randomness of the encounter between labour demand 
and supply through their own social networks (including virtual ones).

The phenomenon of polarisation demolishes the illusion of correspondence 
between the level of certifications held by the individual and the quality of work 
expected. This depends not only on matching problems between education and 
work, and not even on possible overqualification phenomena, i.e. young people who 
possess skills superior to those required by the labour market. This phenomenon 
is also the result of rules and processes that assign the school and qualifications a 
function of regulation for accessing certain professions. Research (Collins, 1979) 
showed that qualification systems can serve more as a barrier to admission to a 
social class than a function of identifying the skills actually possessed. The main 
purpose of high academic qualifications would not serve to indicate the skills 
acquired, as much as it would the selection of new members in order to preserve 
the earnings and prestige of some professional groups protected by monopoly 
regulations, regardless of the professional skills transmitted. The existence of 
jobs with these characteristics can “lead to a credentialism rather than a more 
more skilled work force”, i.e. urge a large number of people to acquire important 
certifications from the cultural point of view, but not professional (Dokery et al., 
2012:5). The PISA study on the actual literacy and numeracy skills possessed 
by fifteen-year-olds and the PIACCS research have demonstrated the limits of 
credentialism and the limited relevance of qualifications in relation to information 
about the skills a person actually possesses and, in particular, on the problem-
solving skills.

The reproductive function of the school system is also to be added to the 
phenomenon of credentialism. 

Over the last few decades the number of young people who have access to 
the educational system has steadily increased, and their period of stay within the 
systems has also increased. Despite numerous reform measures, school fails to 
attend to the duties of growth of young people. It suffers from mechanisms that 
perpetuate social differences.

“The odds that a 20-34 year-old will attend higher education are low if his or 
her parents have not completed upper secondary education. On average across 
OECD countries, young people from families with low levels of education are less 
than one-half (odds of 0.44) as likely to be in higher education, compared to the 
proportion of such families in the population” (OECD, 2012:104).
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Box 5 - Participation in higher education of students whose parents have low levels of education 
(2009)

Source: OECD, 2012:102

“The chance that a young person whose parents have not attained an upper 
secondary education will attend higher education is limited”. On the contrary, “In 
general, students whose parents have higher levels of education are more likely 
to enter tertiary education. On average, a 20-34 year-old from a highly educated 
family is almost twice (1.9) as likely to be in higher education, as compared with 
the proportion of such families in the population” (OECD, 2012:104).

In conclusion, “On average across OECD countries, approximately half of 25-34 
year-old non-students have achieved the same level of education as their parents: 

(OECD, 2012:108). The results of the “filtering” functions carried out by the 
educational systems are largely determined by factors not concerning the merits 
or the potential of individuals, but rather on social factors. This phenomenon, 
while being common to all the OECD countries, varies depending on the quality 
of education systems. However, the limited functionality of the school systems 
highlights the function of the CVET policies and adult education with respect to 
the duty of expanding access to paths of personal and professional growth.

This duty refers to the first transition between school and work, as well as 
to the overall need to make use of the training lever in subsequent transitions 
that characterise adulthood and may be the origin of loss of human potential 
for the company and risk a worsening of the conditions of life and work for the 
individuals and the social groups they belong to. Such policies have three types 
of objects: 

- The social capital present in a territory, i.e. the transformation of European 
cities and regions into a learning hub by strengthening the learning 
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infrastructures (institutions, actors, networks, services) that enable 
access to the various stages of the process of the knowledge value chain 
(acquisition, storage, dissemination, application, innovation) in all fields of 
knowledge;

- The human capital in the labour market, i.e. the increase of workplaces with 
high educational potential and opportunities for personal and professional 
growth through the mobility and development of persons employed;

- The individual aspirations, needs and individual possibilities for managing 
one’s ife cycle, i.e. the individual demand for personal growth resulting from 
various possible transitions (from parenting, career development, mobility 
into the labour market, pensioning) and belonging (ethnicity, gender, age, 
physical condition).

The training potential of the workplace is the key growth factor after the end 
of initial education. Public policies must nevertheless take into account the fact 
that the successive growth processes are determined by the individual’s ability 
to manage the diversities that will be faced as a young worker and the quality of 
training potential on the workplace.

Additional polarisation processes depend on the differences between types of 
companies in which a young person is employed, and by qualitative differences 
between their cognitive contents of the different types of work.

a. Imbalances among companies 

Workplace learning is a resource for professional and personal growth that 
reveals large imbalances between companies of countries, and productive and 
employment sectors. Imbalances affect the level of capability for companies to 
offer training opportunities, as well as the level of training potential present in 
the workplace. 

The most important imbalances are those between 
countries. No matter what indicator is taken into account, it is common to note 
that the best performants are five times higher than the low performants. Over 
half of the employees in Finland, the Netherlands, Slovenia and Sweden had 
training over the previous 12 months whereas fewer than one in five had done 
so in Bulgaria, Greece, Montenegro, Turkey and the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia. In countries where a greater share of employees had received training 
in the previous 12 months, it was also often the case that more employees had 
asked for training but had not received it (Eurofound, 2012b:104). This shows 
how the differences accumulate and how the absence of a training supply can 
result in a weak demand.
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Figure 6

Source: Eurofound 2012b:104

“Even when controlling for observable individual characteristics, country effects 
account for almost 1/2 of the explained variation in training participation. In fact, 
differences associated with country of residence remain, ceteris paribus, larger 
than differences associated with industry, occupation, education, age and firm 
size. Other factors, thus, concur in explaining the difference across countries” 
(Bassanini et al., 2005:77-78).

A further reason for the imbalance concerns the company’s training quality. 
We have already seen how the level of company training potential varies depending 
on the economic sector. “Employer-paid and on-the-job training are most common 
for employees working in the health, education, public administration and defence, 
and financial services sectors. These sectors are also the ones with the biggest 

to cope well with the duties their job entails. The EWCS training indicators on 
employer-paid training and on-the-job training are associated with each other, 
meaning that an employee who participates in one will probably also receive the 
other (Eurofound, 2012b:103).
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Figure 7

Source: Eurofound, 2012b:103

The different capability and ability to invest in training should also be kept in 
mind based on the size of the company. “Large firms train more than small 
ones. This is not surprising for several reasons: i) the collection of information, 
the definition of a training plan and the establishment of a training facility involve 
fixed costs and scale economies; ii) small firms might find more difficult to replace 
a worker who temporarily leaves for training; and iii) small firms might have fewer 
opportunities to fully reap the benefits of training through internal reallocation of 
workers” (Bassanini et al., 2005:65-66).

b. Imbalances between workers

Imbalances between companies inevitably have an impact on workers which, 
depending on the employment sector, will have various opportunities for 
professional growth. 

Imbalances between workers are also connected to the type of work and the 
training potentials, in addition to or inconsistent with those in the workplace.

Eraut, for example shows how to classify the training potential of different jobs 
depending on the amount of time a worker can reflect, the mode of cognition that 
he can enact, the types of processes in which he is involved. Each job can combine 
several of these approaches to learning. However, only the types of jobs that 
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offer metacognitive employment opportunities and reflective types of knowledge 
would offer the most favorable conditions for growth (Eraut, 2007:20).

Box 6 - Interactions between time, mode of cognition and type of process

For the CVET public policy, the task is to distinguish between the different 
inequalities, those that can offset them with educational interventions based 
on principles of fairness and, most importantly, how to help young people to 
progress, if they are capable, to work at a higher analytical and metacognitive 
content. 

The imbalances that result from the workplace or are a consequence of an 
unequal distribution of opportunities accumulated over a lifetime (the possession 
of low levels of qualification) are more difficult to remove through training. This is 
not impossible, but it requires highly personalised and challenging interventions 
from a financial point of view. In addition, it is a matter of working with an 

of the low skilled workers aged between 25 and 65 years (Maselli, 2012:29). The 
impact is therefore inferior to the annual increase in the number of young people 
entering adulthood lacking an adequate level of linguistic skills (the 2009 PISA 

On the other hand, the data found by general research shows that the ranges 
of low-skilled and manual workers are those who derive less benefits from 
structured training, and by each of the factors that determine the training potential 
of a jobplace. For public policies, the challenge is twofold. It means enhancing the 
opportunities for acquiring new skills during adulthood and at the same time 
reducing the number of low-skilled young people. Education and training are 
complements, learning begets learning. The 2009 PISA data are unequivocal. The 
countries with the highest number of fifteen-year-olds with good performance are 
also those with the higher performance workplace training. 


