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Introduction  

 

Why study labour market transitions?  

The changing direction of labour market research has moved from examining stocks to 

understanding flows. This means that researchers and policy makers are interested not just 

in measuring the amount of people in particular forms of employment, for example in part-

time, temporary work or unemployment. Instead, they are interested in finding out what 

happens to people as they move between different employment statuses. Do part-time and 

temporary workers remain in these jobs? Do they move on to something better? Or do they 

fall out of employment? What factors and policies are associated with these transitions? 

This briefing paper presents some of the key findings from a long tradition of EU funded 

research on labour market transitions. The work cited here began in the mid 1990s when 

there were high levels of unemployment in many countries; in Ireland and Spain it broached 

16-20% of the workforce. During the early 2000s many of these European countries began to 

experience rapid economic growth and a drastic fall in unemployment rates to 4-8%. But 

more recently they have been blighted by the economic turbulence in international markets 

with devastating labour market consequences. It is particularly apposite at this time to both 

look back at what we have learnt from research over this period, and to use this to inform us 

about what is likely to be effective in the future, in more turbulent times. 

Current c hallenges  

Vulnerability to a life without regular work has increased since the economic crisis of 2008. 

Despite a decade of rapid economic growth in a number of European and advanced 

economies, growing levels of inequality and economic instability have challenged the basis of 

stable employment over the life cycle. Traditionally, vulnerable groups included both younger 

and older workers, those with low skills and caring responsibilities. The current crisis has 

exacerbated the risks for these groups; it also impinges on employees who thought of 

themselves as being in secure employment. Increasingly, policy debates have drawn on the 

concept of fairness, questioning who suffers most from these changes and what can be done 

to ameliorate the consequences (Hutton 2010). 

 



 

4 
 

Unemployment rates 1980s -2010: UK, Ireland & the Netherlands  

Source: European Central Bank (http://sdw.ecb.europa.eu)

http://sdw.ecb.europa.eu/
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The effects of the economic crisis on employment have varied significantly across Europe. 

Spain and Ireland have seen some of the highest levels of unemployment, while Germany 

has experienced a consistent fall since the peak in 2005. In the UK unemployment rates 

were at an all time low of around 4% in 2005 and have since nearly doubled, but not as 

quickly as some may have expected. Despite national differences, overall job losses across 

the EU have had the most impact on young people and the less well qualified. 

 

Relative change in employment in the EU  

by sex, age, skill level and  nationality, 2008 -2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Employment in Europe 2010, chart 49; Eurostat, EU LFS. Non-seasonally adjusted. 

Note: covers the period between the second quarter in 2008 and the second quarter in 2010. 
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Unemployment r ates in Europe , July 2010  

Source: Employment in Europe 2010, chart 27; Data seasonally adjusted. Note: months vary 

slightly for some countries 
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Transitional labour markets  

Transitional labour markets (TLMs) was a concept developed to think about how labour 

markets are organised, and how this promotes or inhibits mobility and employment over the 

life course for a range of different target groups. It was first developed by Günther Schmid 

(2002) and then taken up in a number of EU research programmes (see Links to EU funded 

research below). This analytical framework set out to conceptualise the interaction of various 

policies on labour market transitions into and out of employment over the life cycle. The 

policy goal behind this approach was to promote job mobility and full employment. 

óé as an analytical concept, TLMs emphasize the dynamics of labour markets, which 

means focusing the analysis on flows rather than purely on stocks, and applying 

methodologies that find out and explain patterns in the many transitions during the life 

cycles of individuals or groups in different societies.ô (Schmid and Gazier 2002, xii) 

It was also developed as a normative concept: 

óTLMs envisage new kinds of institutional arrangements to prevent those transitions 

from becoming gates to social exclusion and to transform them into gates to a wider 

range of opportunities for the employed (maintenance transitions) as well as for the 

inactive or unemployed people (integrative transitions). 

The TLM approach therefore explores how policy can support individuals in making positive 

labour market transitions. This might involve Integrative transitions , which allow people to 

find employment leading to secure and stable labour market participation. Likewise, it might 

concern Maintenance transitions , which allow people to move between different working 

time arrangements or employment contracts in order to retain a stable income from paid 

work.  On the other hand, the TLM approach seeks to reduce Exclusionary transitions , 

whereby individuals are unable to secure a stable employment after a period of work (OôReilly 

et al. 2000). 

The TLM approach focuses on five different transitions that might occur over the life-cycle 

(see Figure 1). This report is structured around examining the research and policy issues on 

each of these types of transitions. 
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Figure 1: Labour Market Policy as a Strategy of Transitional Labour Markets  

 

I  Education and work transitions  
II  Care and employment transitions  
III Transitions between precarious and secure employment 
IV Transitions between unemployment and employment 
V Transitions between employment and retirement 

Source: Adapted from Schmid 2008. 
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Education and w ork transitions  

Young people have been most dramatically hit by 

the 2008 economic recession with 

disproportionately high levels of unemployment 

across Europe. While lower skilled manufacturing 

jobs have been disappearing, the demand for high 

skilled, flexible workers with generic job skills has 

increased. However, the skills mis-match between 

what employers need, what they are willing to pay 

for and who is available for this kind of work is most 

prominent at the entry point of the labour market 

Extensive EU funded research reveals that societies have traditionally been most successful 

at integrating young people into work where they have more institutionalised arrangements, 

for example the widespread provision of  apprenticeships. Recently, however, young people 

have found it increasingly difficult to find stable career trajectories, even in countries such as 

Germany which have good records of managing school to work transitions. This is in part 

due to employersô reluctance to offer apprenticeships, or more limited availability of these in 

growing sectors of the service economy. At the other extreme some countries find that young 

people are óover qualifiedô for the jobs available. This indicates a lack of coupling between 

educational institutes and firms needs (Crouch et al. 2001). 

Clearly policy needs to recognise that transitions into employment are often not 

straightforward. Brzinksy-Fay (2007) in a sophisticated analysis of transition sequences for 

young people in Europe distinguishes between eight types of trajectories ranging from 

óbridgesô to employment, to óexpressô trajectories or sequences that end with ófailureô to secure 

employment. His comparison of these trajectories for young people in Europe finds evidence 

of these being present in all of the countries he examines, although some are more prevalent 

than others. 

The southern European countries have the highest proportion of ófailureô sequences with 

young people not being able to get a job, whereas Germany has a higher proportion of 

óbridgeô clusters whereby young people get into work through the vocational education 

system. óExpressô sequence types, where young people enter employment direct from 

leaving school, are found in all countries and are particularly prominent in the UK. He argues 

that youth transitions need to be seen within a wider perspective than a single transition into 

work. Volatility is not necessarily a bad thing, if it is linked to periods of time in work and 

training, resulting in integrative transitions and placement in secure employment. 

To understand why transitions into employment differ between countries it is useful to 

consider how skills are encouraged or discouraged. Gangl et al. (2003) distinguish between 
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countries with extensive vocational training (Germany), those where general qualifications 

are encouraged (UK) and those with low levels of educational attainment (Mediterranean 

countries). This, in turn, relates to the prevalence of occupational (OLMs) or internal labour 

markets (ILMs) as a method of recruitment. In ILMs occupational skills are less important for 

firms who fill vacancies from an internal pool of staff. In countries where ILMs are stong, such 

as the UK, transitions straight from school into employment are therefore possible because 

of the focus on general skills. Neverthess, entry into secure employment in general takes 

longer because it is based on work experience. But once secured there is higher upward 

mobility higher than in OLMs. In OLMs greater emphasis is given to vocational qualifications 

and external recruitment; stable employment is reached more quickly, although there are 

higher degrees of occupational segregation. 

 

Classification of countries by school -to -work transitions  

ILM OLM General 

qualifications 

Extensive 

vocational 

training systems 

Lower level of 

educational 

attainment 

AUS, UK, US, 

IRE, JAP, FRA 

AUT, DK, GER, 

NL, SW 

UK, IRE, FRA, 

BEL 

AUT, DK, GER, 

NL, SW, FIN 

ITA, ESP, POR, 

GRE 

Source: Gangl (2003), Brzinksy-Fay (2007) 

 

Looking beyond the youngest workers, life-long learning is increasingly seen as essential for 

both companies and individuals to maintain their skill levels to compete economically on 

global markets. How should these institutions be funded: through individualised, private 

market arrangements or through public state provision? Private provision might have some 

advantages, in terms of meeting the specific needs of an employer. De Viers and van den 

Berg (2005: 39) also argue that óTraining is also associated with workplace change, most 

obviously with the introduction of new technology, but it is also intriguingly, positively related 

to participatory management practices.ô Furthermore, it can be particularly successful where 

there is close collaboration between labour market actors and local authorities (Lassnigg 

2005). However, a sole reliance on private market-based provision would suggest a further 

polarisation of career and earnings opportunities, in contrast to policies that are aimed at 

general societal improvement and social cohesion. 
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One of the strongest findings to come out of the wealth of research conducted in this area is 

that training provision is heavily skewed to those who are already more skilled, rather than 

towards younger or older workers. OôConnell (2004) shows that vocational training is highly 

selective with the better educated and the employed receiving more than the lower skilled 

and unemployed; those working in large organisations and the public sector are also likely to 

receive more training. Evidence that those most in need of training are least likely to receive 

it comes ójust at a time when skill demands are becoming more exacting and low skill is 

becoming more of a handicap on the labour market.ô (de Viers and van den Berg, 2005: 40). 

They argue that óPresumably this pattern mainly reflects employersô judgements about the 

highest likely pay-off of their investments in their workers human capital.ô (De Viers and van 

den Berg 2005: 39). In other words, better-educated workers are more trainable and 

potentially more productive in the view of employers.  

For those not in education or employment (NEETs)  Furlong (2005: 567)  argues that óthere 

is a need to introduce new ways of capturing vulnerability that go beyond NEET. As it stands, 

one narrow and outdated concept (unemployment) has now been replaced with another 

inadequate category (NEET) which fails to provide an imaginative basis for policies towards 
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vulnerable youth. To lay the foundation for a more imaginative approach towards labour 

policy it is necessary to recognize the patchwork of experiences of todayôs youth. This must 

involve an acknowledgement that vulnerability is not simply a consequence of personal 

deficits and an appreciation of the extent to which patterns of labour demand in the new 

economy are failing to provide the opportunities for long-term security for large numbers of 

young people.ô  

For the low skilled where there is less potential willingness to train, there is therefore a 

greater need for government intervention. Research on current public labour market training 

programmes is not particularly encouraging, however: these workers are often caught in 

vicious circles of low expectations and unfavourable outcomes. It is therefore important 

intervention occurs not just at one point in time but along the career path.  
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Caring and employment t ransitions  

The growth of the care economy has emerged as part of the structural change in families and 

employment. This is due to shifting demographics in terms of aging populations and concern 

for fertility rates in Europe. The provision of care varies widely in Europe between three basic 

pillars: the state, the market and the family. The constellation of care arrangements, and the 

degree to which it is organized on a public (state) or private (family) basis, significantly shape 

both the opportunity for different constituencies of workers to find employment as well as the 

potential for jobs in this growing sector of the economy. 

Policy at the EU 

level has focused 

on the promotion 

of equal 

opportunities for 

women in the 

labour market as 

both a political, as 

well as an 

economic goal 

(Rubery 2008). 

The traditional 

male breadwinner 

family model 

appears to offer 

increasingly 

limited protection 

against new forms of social risk and in particular in the face of growing male unemployment 

since the mid 1970s. The growth of maternal employment since the mid 1980s has occurred 

alongside the shift to increasing proportion of service sector jobs, a significant rise in the 

qualifications young women are obtaining, and alongside the rise if flexible working time 

arrangements (Scott et al 2010). Dual earning families are becoming the social norm in most 

European countries. These are seen as offering a way of providing protection against poverty 

and inequalities, in particular for children (Gregg et al. 2005). But the problem of 

synchronizing care and employment remain. Additionally research shows that there is a 

disproportionate pay and career penalty for those taking time out of paid work to care for 

others. 

One attempted solution to this dilemma has been the encouragement of flexible working 

arrangements to allow families to synchronise care and employment demands. However, 

flexible working has also been criticized for creating separate ómommieô tracks in segregated 

low paid areas of employment. 
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János Köllö and Ágota Scharle (2005) investigated policy options was really most successful 

in raising the labour force participation of women by looking at the effects of both cash 

income supports and child care services on motherôs labour supply across Europe using the 

Labour Force Survey. They found that providing day care was the most effective way of 

getting mothers into work, but this varied by educational level. Providing day care services 

had a strong effect on getting low educated mothers into work, whilst providing cash for care 

was a disincentive. Among higher educated mothers, by contrast neither cash nor day care 

had much effect on return to work, except in transition countries. A plausible explanation for 

the strong positive coefficient for higher educated women in Central and Eastern Europe 

might be that the private provision of child care is less developed in these countries, so that 

public facilities are important even for those families who could otherwise afford private 

services as well. Among mothers with middle levels of education, a conversion of cash 

transfers into childcare would yield the highest employment rate, especially in transition 

countries. 

Anxo et al. (2007) found that piecemeal measures of work and care support was evidenced 

in most of Europe. In the Nordic countries a coherent and integrated set of policies for time 

and income management over the life course lead to óthe least pronounced gender inequality 

in time allocation to employment over the life course combined with a greater level of óactive 

ageingô of older workersô. 

Gangl and Ziefle (2009) comparison of the wage penalty for mother in Britain, Germany and 

the US find that wages decrease for mothers between 9-18% per child. Wage losses in the 

US and the UK are lower than for mothers in Germany. óFor British and American women, 

work interruptions and subsequent mobility into mother-friendly jobs fully account for 

motherôs wage losses.ô 

The extensive research in this area indicates the need for: 

¶ Good quality part-time employment in higher status jobs to enable people to remain in 
employment during caring episodes; 

¶ Flexible working time for both men and women, that has the support of employers and 
society; and 

¶ Sabbatical/Leave arrangements to allow families to manage caring needs at different 
phases over the life cycle. These should be based on time credits or drawing rights. 

Research further shows: 

¶ Good quality and affordable childcare not only allows parents the ability to work and care, 
but it also provides important advantages to reduce social inequalities; and 

¶ Parental leave policies are more likely to be taken up when they are compulsory. 
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 Precarious and secure employment  transitions  

The concept of precariousness is contested and problematic. Barbier (2004) critically 

analyses the emergence of the concept in international research drawing in particular on the 

French literature from which it originally emerged. Based on the European Study On 

Precarious Employment (ESOPE) he argues that the concept of precariousness was difficult 

to compare within Europe: the French conception had little relevance to the experience in the 

UK or Germany. 

óOne key obstacle was the question of measuring the extent of óemployment 

precariousnessô quantitatively, where it was found that no satisfactory index could be 

devised, even in France where the concept originated.ô (Barbier 2004:2). 

One common trend was that precariousness was associated with óflexibleô employment in the 

form of temporary or part-time work. But the degree to which these forms of work were 

óprecariousô and gendered varied significantly both within and across countries (Rodgers and 

Rodgers 1989; OôReilly and Fagan 1998; Gash and McGinnity 2007). 

A more controversial debate has 

developed over a related concept: 

insecurity. Beck (2000), Giddens 

(1998) and Sennett (1998, 2004) 

argue that employment conditions, 

and wider social relations, are 

becoming more insecure and 

individualised. Fevre (2007) 

questions these claims in a critical 

review of the empirical evidence 

measuring insecurity in the UK; 

these include measures of non-

permanent employment contracts, 

perceptions of unemployment risks 

and feelings of insecurity. This evidence on all counts suggests the trend goes in the 

opposite direction in the UK: there has been a fall in the number of non-permanent contracts 

and the vast majority appear to feel quite secure in their jobs. This analysis is also supported 

by Doogan (2001, 2005) and Auer and Cazes (2003). Perceptions of insecurity are more 

common in Spain, Portugal and Poland, than in the UK (Fevre 2007); or according to 

Paugam and Zhou (2007) in countries where class inequalities are lower than in the UK. It 

should, however, be noted that since the economic down-turn in 2008 such feelings of 

security have been weakened to a degree in countries such as the UK. 

More recently debates about vulnerable workers in the UK has faced similar problems in 

defining which groups of workers and employment conditions are included in this concept 
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(TUC 2008). Characteristics of vulnerable employment include: low pay, illegal and unfair 

deductions from pay, unsafe workplaces, limited rights to leave and insecurity at work. The 

TUC Commission on Vulnerable Employment defines vulnerable workers as: ñworkers whose 

participation in the labour market places them at risk of ongoing and often extreme suffering, 

uncertainty and injustice resulting from an in balance of power in the employer-worker 

relationshipò (TUC 2008). Collecting reliable and systematic evidence on these workers is 

problematic. The TUC estimate that there are 2 million such workers in the UK which 

includes: agency workers, migrant workers, homeworkers, informal workers, younger 

workers, ñatypicalò temporary workers and unpaid family workers. However, the experience 

of these workers is heterogeneous, and as a result leads to considerable controversy in 

these debates. The controversy surrounding these debates only emphasise the need for a 

rigorous empirical analysis and comparative framework by which competing claims can be 

assessed. 

International comparisons of precariousness  

Attempts to develop comparative frameworks can be found in the work of Barbier (2004) who 

argues that the conceptualisation of the distinction between normal, secure employment and 

precarious work is dependent on: the nature of the national system of social protection; the 

industrial relations system; the óemployment and activity regimeô in terms of the distribution of 

employment across generations and genders; and the ónormative systemô expressed in 

regulations, collective agreements and firm practices. His emphasis on a differentiated 

normative framework in how precarious employment is perceived highlights what is often 

taken for granted within national employment systems; comparative research can bring these 

assumptions into sharp relief. For example, the acceptability of precarious employment 

varies between groups both in terms of age, gender and occupation: for example for creative 

workers óa norm for photographers or for cultural workers is legitimised and different from the 

mainstream norm.ô (Barbier 2004:15). The acceptability of the ónormô for mothers or young 

people to be employed part-time or on temporary contracts also varies significantly between 

countries, in contrast to the óstandardô norm for full-time, permanent employment for 35+ 

fathers. Gash and McGinnity (2007) show that fixed-term contracts may have a more punitive 

effect in countries like France where mothers are more likely to work full-time and 

continuously than in countries where they do not, such as western Germany or the UK 

(Booth et al. 2002). 

Vosko (2006) has also argued for a multidimensional analysis of precariousness that 

differentiates both between societies and groups. She is critical of the dichotomous 

categories that have been used to analysis precariousness in terms of óstandardô and ónon-

standardô, permanent or temporary, good or bad jobs. Although this dualistic 

conceptualisation of labour market change has often been the basis for policy reform, these 

dualisms fail óto capture the deterioration of full-time permanent employment ï the closest 

proxy for the standard employment relationship.ô (p.11). She argues for developing a more 

http://www.vulnerableworkers.org.uk/about/what-is-vulnerable-employment/agency-workers/
http://www.vulnerableworkers.org.uk/about/what-is-vulnerable-employment/migrant-workers/
http://www.vulnerableworkers.org.uk/about/what-is-vulnerable-employment/homeworkers/
http://www.vulnerableworkers.org.uk/about/what-is-vulnerable-employment/informal-workers/
http://www.vulnerableworkers.org.uk/about/what-is-vulnerable-employment/younger-workers/
http://www.vulnerableworkers.org.uk/about/what-is-vulnerable-employment/younger-workers/
http://www.vulnerableworkers.org.uk/about/what-is-vulnerable-employment/atypical-temporary-workers/
http://www.vulnerableworkers.org.uk/about/what-is-vulnerable-employment/unpaid-family-workers/
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relational and process 

orientated approach óattentive to 

social context and to social 

location.ô(p.12) She proposes a 

ómutually exclusive typologyô of 

employment that breaks down 

the concept of ónon-standardô employment into different statuses between full- and part-time, 

temporary and permanent and employed and self-employed. (p.20). This framework allows 

her to map the proportion of workers in each category and how this has changed over time. 

For Vosko (2006) ó...precarious employment encompasses forms of work characterized by 

limited social benefits and statutory entitlements, job insecurity, low wages, and high risks of 

ill-health.ô (p.11). To this typology she adds the dimensions of ócertaintyô, regulatory 

effectiveness, control via unions and the income package. By certainty she argues that this is 

normally conceived of in terms of job tenure; in the UK research on this aspect has focused 

on the concept of perceptions of insecurity. 

Much of the controversy on whether precarious employment is increasing or not, is largely 

due in part to the way it is defined, measured and compared both over time and across 

societies. There is also a distinction between the methods used and the groups compared: 

small scale qualitative research is more likely to find arguments to support the idea that 

precariousness has increased; larger scale quantitative comparisons are divided between 

those who find little change and others who counter this claim from a comparative 

perspective (Forde and Slater 2005; Gash and McGinnity 2007). 

The debate assessing the positive and negative effects of non-standard employment, i.e. 

those that are not full-time or permanent has also been divided in terms of the methodologies 

researchers use. Some qualitative research focusing on low skilled workers emphasise the 

negative aspects and precariousness of this work (McDowell 2010) whilst Guestôs (2004) 

analysis of more high skilled workers generates a positive assessment. Quantitative analysis 

of the labour market trends also tends to be more positive in evaluating these phenomena 

(Booth et al. 2002). International comparisons such as that of Gash and McGinnity (2007) 

find fixed-term contracts in Western German and France to be of considerable disadvantage 

for French women where the norm for women is to work full-time and continuously. As Vosko 

(2006) argues the issue of interpreting precariousness is clearly related to social and 

geographical location. 

Attempts to reconceptualise ócertaintyô in debates on transitional labour markets (Schmid 

2008) have talked about employability which is related to regulatory effectiveness and legal 

coverage through employment protection and benefit entitlement, as well as the associated 

income package. For Schmid security is not tied to a particular job, but to the range of 

income packages facilitating transitions between different employment statuses. Wilthagen 

(2004) has discussed this in relation to the concept of flexicurity and the need for a radical 
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reform of welfare rights and entitlements in conjunction with the co-ordinated action of 

employers, public authorities and unions. 

Job  duration: Is flexible employment precarious?  

One of the most common measures of precariousness has been examined by an analysis of 

job duration: does ónon-standardô employment act as a stepping stone to something better or 

worse (i.e. unemployment) or are these workers stuck there? The evidence for the UK is 

mixed: some workers clearly use these types of jobs to move on to something better, others 

are more likely to end up dropping out of paid work; what differentiates these workers are 

levels of qualification, with lower skilled male workers and mothers in the UK having broken 

trajectories, while better qualified workers, both migrants and natives, are able to move onto 

something more secure. 

A long run seam of research has focused on the gender differences in employment status 

pointing to the fact that women are much more likely to be on óprecariousô contracts 

compared to men. Controversies in UK debates have taken considerable time discussing 

whether this is because these workers ópreferô these types of contracts. Alternatively, the 

characteristics of the British employment regime mean that the options to take up part-time, 

temporary or precarious employment is a óconstrained choiceô under the circumstances of 

having the highest childcare costs in Europe (Purcell 2000) The gender lens has itself 

become more diversified, and especially when we take account of new migrant workers to 

the labour market, which is an emerging area of research (Dale and Holdsworth 1998). 
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Unemployment and employment  transitions  

The importance of unemployment in policy terms has undoubtedly heightened since it rose 

dramatically in 2008 in the UK and EU. There has nevertheless been a longer-term shift 

across countries towards more óactiveô labour market policies (ALMPs) that address 

unemployment and labour market inactivity (OECD, 2005). 

 

The policy emphasis is now much more strongly 

on getting people back to work. In this regard EU 

researchers have shown considerable interest in 

the UK New Deals, with their targeted focus on 

groups at risk of labour market exclusion 

(including young and older people, the disabled 

and single parents). Drawing on the typology 

presented by Kluve (2006), the New Deals have 

combined a number of different elements. These 

include óservices and sanctionsô, whereby 

individuals have job search guidance and support from a dedicated adviser but are liable to 

financial penalties for refusing a reasonable job or for not complying with programme 

requirements. In addition, training is made available and óprivate sector incentivesô have been 

paid to some groups, such as older people, who take work. 

 

Overall, Daguerre and Etherington (2009: 7) classify UK policy in this area as representing a 

strong ówork firstô approach ï quick (re)entry of individuals into employment, based on the 

assumption that a job is almost always preferable to unemployment. Research on ALMPs, 

such as the New Deal, have led to a series of policy conclusions about what makes 

programmes effective (Kluve, 2006; OECD 2005; Daguerre and Etherington, 2009). 

 

One of the strongest findings is that óservices and sanctionsô can have a fairly quick and 

substantial impact on employment. A meta-analysis of 95 different EU ALMP evaluations by 

Kluve (2006) showed that the services/sanctions approach was the most effective at getting 

participants into work. Sanctions are thought to be an important aspect of this success. 

Indeed, OECD (2005) presents evidence that sanctions and stringent ALMP requirements 

can encourage people to find work before they enter a programme, or to remain in a job they 

are dissatisfied with. However, for the long term unemployed and other hard to reach groups, 

such as young people, this deterrent effect is likely to be weaker and the need for services 

more important. In this context, Kluve (2006: 11) argues that the New Deal for Young people 

has been effective in part because services and sanctions are óparticularly well balancedô. 

Daguerre and Eherington (2009) further warn that óyouth from ethnic minorities can drift into 

informal market activities or even illegal activities, simply because the mutual obligation 

system lacks the supportive elements which are crucial to effectively serve very 

disadvantaged youthô. They argue that in order to deliver the support required, ALMPs need 
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to have a high adviser to client ratio. More broadly, the importance of services is highlighted 

by the experience of the Canada: individuals receiving in-work benefit SSP were more likely 

to be in employment five years later if they had also received intensive support and 

counselling/advice services (OECD, 2005). 

 

Research from the US shows the broader limitations of a ówork-firstô approach with a high 

reliance on sanctions. This approach can have a comparatively modest long-term effect on 

employment, and, furthermore, the pressure or encouragement to take the first available job 

often means low entry wages (OECD, 2005: 195). Many people fail to increase their wages 

substantially once in work. It should be noted that the attractiveness of low paid work to the 

unemployed in the US is increased by the Earned Income Tax Credit, the equivalent of the 

UK Working Tax Credit. In countries such as Belgium where unemployment benefits are 

higher tax credits have been less successful (De Grier and van den Berg, 2005: 47). Job 

seekers 

returning to 

work in these 

countries 

typically have 

higher wages 

than their 

counterparts in 

the US and UK 

(Gangl, 2006), 

perhaps 

because they 

are under less 

financial and 

programmatic 

pressure to take 

low paid work. 

 

Research suggests that in contrast to a services/sanctions approach the employment effects 

of training materialise much more slowly. However, research suggests that training has a 

positive impact on earnings (Jespersen et al., 2007). Training also accounts for the largest 

share of EU spending on ALMPs (Kluve, 2005: 10). However, the potential impact of training 

as an ALMP should not be over-stated. It appears to be less effective with unemployed 

youths than with women and people with the best labour market prospects. Training 

programmes for the unemployed appear to be most effective during times of recession, and 

this may be in part because more able entrants become unemployed and join training 

programmes. 
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Temporary public sector job creation does not appear to be very successful at integrating 

people into the labour market (OECD, 2005; Kluve, 2006). However, hiring subsidies to 

private sector employers can be an effective, even when the movement of individuals into 

non-subsidised jobs is the desired outcome (OECD, 2005: 183). Daguerre and Etherington 

(2009) point to subsidised internships for younger people in the Netherlands and well 

supported subsidised employment of disabled people in Denmark. They conclude: ósuch 

programmes produce good post-employment results but are costlyô (ibid.: 3). 

 

From the research we can therefore observe: 

¶ A general rise in Active Labour Mark policies; 

¶ The positive impact of óservices and sanctionsô on employment; 

¶ The need for a high ratios of advisers to clients to help disadvantaged individuals; 

¶ The need for individuals to be assisted and supported in finding an appropriate job and 

the potential for training to help maintain wage levels; 

¶ The potential for subsidised employment for some disadvantaged individuals. 

 
Key references  

Daguerre, A. and Etherington, D. (2009) Active labour market policies in international 

context: what works best? Lessons for the UK. (Department for Work and Pensions 

Working Paper No 59). HMSO: Norwich. 

de Grier, E. and van den Berg, A. (2005) Managing Social Risks through Transitional Labour 

Markets: Towards an Enriched European Employment Strategy, Antwerpe: Het 

Spinhuis. 

Gangl, M. (2006), óScar effects of unemployment: An assessment of Institutional 

Complementaritiesô, American Sociological Review 71, 986-1013. 

Jespersen, S. Munch, J. and Skipper, L. (2008) Costs and benefits of Danish active labour 

market programmes, Labour Economics 15, 859ï884. 

Kluve J. (2006) The Effectiveness of European Active Labor Market Policy (IZA Discussion 

Paper No. 2018). Bonn: The Institute for the Study of Labor. 

OECD (2005) óLabour Market Programmes and Activation Strategies: Evaluating the 

Impactsô, in OECD Employment Outlook, Paris: OECD. 

Schmid, G., OôReilly, J. & Schºmann, K. (Eds.) (1996) International Handbook on Labour 

Market Policy and Evaluation, Cheltenham, Edward Elgar. 

 



 

24 
 

Employment and  retirement  transitions  

Re-defining retirement is one of the primary challenges of the twenty first century. The 

combination of increasing life expectancy and lower fertility rates results in pressures on 

pensions, health and care services. It is commonly agreed that in future people will have to 

work longer than they currently do. 

 
Across OECD countries attempts are being made to reverse trends towards early retirement 

(Ebbinghaus, 2006). In the UK many people are retiring later, and some are combining 

retirement with paid work after state pension age. These changes will intensify in the UK with 

a rise in the state pension from 2016, age discrimination legislation covering the over 65s 

from 2011, and the decline in private sector final salary pensions. 

 
In this context, EU research on labour market transitions raises some important issues with 

regard to extending the working life. As Ebbinghaus (2006: 61) has noted, many of the 

attempts to raise employment amongst older people in EU countries have focused on 

reducing financial incentives to take early retirement. However, financial incentives alone are 

an insufficient means for getting people to work longer.  

 
A key area of importance highlighted by EU research has been the quality of available jobs 

for older people. For example, analysis by Davoine (2005) suggests that employment rates 

of older people across EU countries are related to the quality of employment. In 

Scandinavian countries (Sweden, Finland, and Denmark) employment of 55-64 year olds is 

very high and óé There is very high participation in training; very low numbers of accidents; 

low difference in employment rates between men and women; a very high total employment 

rateé.and a low risk of in-work povertyô (Davoine, 2005: 18).  

 
Southern European 

countries (Greece, Italy, 

Spain and Portugal) are at 

the other end of the 

spectrum in terms of job 

quality and employment 

rates, with continental 

countries (Germany, 

France and Belgium) at the 

intermediate position. 

Interestingly Britain comes 

closest to the Scandianvian 

cluster of countries, 

although it scores well on 

some factors (for example 
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in relation to accidents) it does less well in 

relation to others (for example, in relation to in-work poverty). 

 
It should also be noted that outside the EU employment rates of older Americans are 

comparatively high (Lain, forthcoming), despite the fact that the US is not known for the high 

quality of its employment. Questions regarding job quality cannot be considered in isolation, 

therefore. Davoine (2005) argues that to extend the working life job quality needs to be 

considered alongside a cluster of other issues, including financial incentives and 

disincentives, working time arrangements, social infrastructure and services and training 

active labour market policies. 

 
The last of these influences on employment, training and active labour market policies, has 

been an area of focus for EU research on labour market transitions. As Grier and van den 

Berg (2005) note, óolder workers are particularly vulnerable to skill depreciation as a result of 

the ICT revolutionô. Research by de Koning and Gelderblom (2006) on the Dutch printing 

industry report that older workers made less extensive use of ICT, used less complicated 

applications and had greater difficulties. This is particularly problematic according to the 

authors because it reduces the productivity of older workers and is likely to have resonance 

for other industries in which ICT is widely used. Given the potential unwillingness of 

employers to invest in the training of older workers De Grier and van den Berg (2005) argue 

that ópublically-initiated policies may be needed to help older workers acquire and maintain 

the skills necessary in an increasingly ICT-dominated work environmentô. It should, however, 

be recognised that training programmes can only do so much to extend the working life. Low 

skilled individuals often also have poor health in older age, so despite considerable financial 

need continued employment may not always be realistic (Lain, forthcoming). 

 
For those with a greater capacity to work, one potential way of extending the working life is to 

ensure that the possibilities for ógradualô or partial retirement are available. Vickerstaff (2007) 

interviewed older people in three UK sectors of employment and found that when downsizing 

was suggested as an alternative to full retirement there was widespread support for this 

option. Despite this, research from the UK suggests that options for flexible employment in 

older age, for example reducing the number of hours worked, are not widespread (Loretto et 

al. 2005). It has been possible for some time to undertake part-time work whilst taking a 

partial pension in a number of countries, including Finland, France, Germany, Sweden, 

Denmark and Holland (Vickerstaff, 2007). Reviewing the literature, Vickerstaff has concluded 

that take-up of partial retirement options has often been limited in these countries, however. 

Furthermore, evidence from Finland suggests it has been disproportionately confined to 

better-off individuals withdrawing from employment earlier than they would otherwise have 

done. Courtioux (2005) further reports that partial retirement in France has had a limited 

impact because of the attractiveness of an alternative labour market programme offering full 

early retirement (Allocation de Remplacement Pour lôEmploi). Future research needs to 
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explore how public and firm-based policy, such as gradual 

retirement, can best be deployed to encourage individuals to 

delay full retirement. 

 
EU research therefore shows that effective policies for 

extending the working life need to consider a wide range of 

inter-acting factors including: 

¶ The need for encouraging high quality, attractive employment opportunities; 

¶ The issue of how to ensure older workersô skills are kept up to date; 

¶ The popularity of gradual retirement (and the need for more research in this area). 
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Conclusions: Looking Forward  

Policy Agendas in Europe and the UK  

At the European level the European Employment Strategy (EES) and the Lisbon Strategy 

launched in 2000 set out to achieve high levels of employment and social inclusion by 2010. 

National targets were set to achieve: i) full employment, ii) improve quality employment and 

productivity at work, and iii) strengthen social cohesion. The four pillars of the EES were 

employability, entrepreneurship, adaptability and equal opportunities. Member states were 

required to produce National Action Plans on Employment indicating the policy measures 

they were introducing to enable them to achieve these targets. The UK has achieved the 

2010 numerical targets in terms of levels of labour market participation.  

 

However, looking forward key questions centre on the sustainability of these achievements in 

an uncertain economic climate, and about the quality of available jobs and how these are 

distributed across the population. At a European level this is reflected by the Europe 2020 

agenda launched in 2010 that aims to promote óSmart, Sustainable and Inclusive growthô. In 

addition to raising the employment rate of the working age population to 75% and increasing 

research and development, it also aims to enhance educational outcomes amongst the 

population and reduce the numbers in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion by 20 million. 

Clearly this raises challenges across the different transitions covered in this report; we 

examine each in turn in relation to emerging policy developments. 

 

Lisbon Targets  Achieved by  2010 
 

 Raise the overall 
employment rate  

Raise female 
employment rates  

Increase the 
employment rate for 
older workers (55-64)  

Lisbon targets 70% 60% 50% 

UK 69.9% 65% 57.5% 

EU 15 65.9% 59.9% 48.0% 

EU 27 64.6% 58.6% 46% 

Source: Employment in Europe 2010: Table 7 

http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/eie/tables/download/Chap1_Table_7.jpg 
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Education and T raining Transitions  

A key finding of this report has been the problem of low skilled individuals getting access to 

education and training that is relevant for the labour market, in a context where employers 

are more likely to invest in highly skilled employees. The UK Wolf Review  into vocational 

education and training for 14-19 year olds is due to report to the Department of Education in 

the Spring of 2011. The remit is to review provision and costs, as well as transitions between 

different levels of qualifications. The challenge looking forward is to ensure those most in 

need of education and training acquire the skills they need. This will not be made easier by 

the abolition of the Educational Maintenance Grant to 16-18 year olds from low-income 

backgrounds in education. 

Likewise, it looks certain that the UK government will transfer the costs of providing university 

education from the state to individual graduates through increased student fees, following the 

Browne Review  of Higher Education funding. From a Transitional Labour Market 

perspective this raises challenges about the degree to which people access higher 

education, at a time when higher level skills are increasingly important in the labour market. 

 
 
Care and Employment Transitions  
 
Whilst the rise in maternal employment in the UK has met the Lisbon goals, there still remain 

significant concerns about the quality and remuneration of paid work that mothers with caring 

responsibilities are able to access. The UK government has extend and made parental leave 

more flexible, with higher remuneration, and an extension to fathers; however, there still 

remains a significant pay penalty for those who interrupt working in order to care for others.  

The changing structure of the care economy highlights the new demands, not only for early 

years educational provision through pre-school nurseries, but also the need for a variety of 

elderly care providers. Key issues for future policy revolve around flexible working time, leave 

arrangements and care provision.  How can we enable access to good quality flexible 

employment for both men and women over the life cycle to enable them to synchronise 

different demands on their time at home and at work? How will we be able to provide good 

quality and affordable childcare that not only allows parents the ability to work and care, but it 

also provides important advantages to reduce social inequalities? And what range of care 

provision will be offered to enable the management of diverse care responsibilities for older 

people? 
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Transitions between precarious and secure employment  
 
The Transitional Labour Market approach argues for a balance between flexibility and 

security. A particular concern is the degree to which precarious and marginal employment 

leads to secure and high quality work. The flexi-curity proposals suggest a radical 

transformation of the relationship between employment protection and benefit entitlements. 

in return, resources would be allocated to training provision and public sector employment 

guarantees, in particular for younger people. Critiques of flexi-curity model suggest that there 

is more flexibility than security in practice, and that models developed from other countries 

are not easily adopted in countries with very different institutional arrangements. 

 

In the UK the Fixed Term Employees (Prevention Of Less Favourable Treatment) 

Regulations 2002 ensures that those on temporary contracts receive the same day-to-day 

rights as permanent workers. It also means staff on temporary contracts are awarded 

permanent status after four years. Agency staff have been excluded from this legislation, but 

the Agency  workers  directive  (AWD) extends provision to this group. Of course this does 

not ensure temporary workers end up in secure employment, and policies to assist people in 

this transition are inevitably required. The Vulnerable worker enforcement forum is an 

attempt to monitor abuses at work, and ensure compliance to the law. 

 

Transitions between unemployment and employment  
 
Despite indications that the Coalition government plans to merge the New Deal programmes 

into a single welfare to work scheme, there will be significant policy continuity with the last 

government. The governmentôs approach will be to provide ñhelp for those who cannot work, 

training and targeted support for those looking for work, but sanctions for those who turn 

down reasonable offers of work or trainingò. The rhetoric of this debate has tended to focus 

on the sanctions element. 

The research reviewed here clearly indicates that óservices and sanctionsô, of the type 

proposed by the government, can be an effective at getting people into work. However, it is 

important that the balance of services and sanctions is carefully assessed, as research 

indicates that services are very important for hard to reach groups and the long-term 

unemployed. These services need a high adviser to client ratio to be effective. In addition, if 

sanctions and requirements are set too high there is a danger that disadvantaged individuals 

will simply leave the scheme to work in the informal economy. The introduction of a 

Universal Credit: welfare that works may enhance the attractiveness of low paid work to 

the unemployed. However, if policy adopts too much of a óWork Firstô approach, in which 

people are pressurised into taking the first job that is offered, this can have a long-term 

impact on their future earnings and career. 

 

 

http://www.bis.gov.uk/policies/employment-matters/strategies/awd
http://www.bis.gov.uk/policies/employment-matters/strategies/vulnerable-workers
http://www.dwp.gov.uk/policy/welfare-reform/legislation-and-key-documents/universal-credit
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Transitions between employment and retirement  
 
In future there will be an increasing need for people to work into older age. The rise in the 

State Pension Age from 2016 and the phasing out of the Default Retirement Age of 65 in 

2011 is likely to increase the numbers working in their late 60s onwards. However, these 

policies alone will be insufficient to extend the working life. EU research identifies other areas 

where progression can be made.  

 

First, enhancing the quality of available jobs for older people would appear to be a productive 

way of encouraging employment, as indicated by the high levels of employment in 

Scandinavian countries. Second, possibilities for gradual retirement are a popular prelude to 

full retirement, although we need to understand much better how this can be deployed to 

encourage delayed labour market exit. Third, we need to explore policies that can keep older 

peoplesô skills up to date, in a context where employers may be less willing to make 

investments. 

 

 

Labour Market Transitions in comparative perspective  
 

The aim of this policy review has been to highlight the key trends, developments and 

directions of research on labour market transitions in Europe. Using the analytical framework 

of the TLM approach we have sought to focus on five key transitions and identify some of the 

policy challenges these present for future debates. 

 

Critically evaluating the employment policy in Europe Rubery (2010) argues that it is an 

uneven synthesis of competing discourses based on arguments of economic efficiency and 

flexibility together with social policy concerns for employment and social protection. 

Ashiagbor (2005) argues that the EES óhas exposed tensions between the adoption of 

minimal regulatory standards at EU level, permitting regulatory competition between Member 

States (negative integration), and centralised harmonisation through common European 

policies to shape the conditions under which markets operate (positive integration).ô A key 

element of this strategy was to combine flexible employment and employment security. 

Looking forward, current debates on these how to secure successful labour market 

transitions will entail a struggle between integrating these two goals of efficiency and equity. 

 

Ashiagbor, D. (2005) The European Employment Strategy: Labour Market Regulation and 

New Governance. Oxford: OUP.  

Rubery, J. (2010)  Plenary speech delivered at the Work, Employment and Society 2010 

Conference, University of Brighton 7th September. 
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