-

View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you byfz CORE

provided by VBN

Aalborg Universitet
AALBORG UNIVERSITY

DENMARK

Ikke-deltagelse og udsathed blandt unge voksne i den danske velfeerdsstat —
introduktion til et livsforlgbsperspektiv

Kleif, Helle Bendix

Publication date:
2019

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication from Aalborg University

Citation for published version (APA):

Kleif, H. B. (2019). Ikke-deltagelse og udsathed blandt unge voksne i den danske velfaerdsstat — introduktion til
et livsforlgbsperspektiv. Aalborg Universitetsforlag. Aalborg Universitet. Det Samfundsvidenskabelige Fakultet.
Ph.D.-Serien

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

? Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
? You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
? You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at vbn@aub.aau.dk providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from vbn.aau.dk on: August 24, 2021


https://core.ac.uk/display/304620979?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://vbn.aau.dk/en/publications/74f533ae-fb9a-46f1-a983-a77df46ba223




NONPARTICIPATION AND DISADVANTAGE
AMONG YOUNG ADULTS IN THE DANISH
WELFARE STATE - INTRODUCING A LIFE

COURSE PERSPECTIVE

BY
HELLE BENDIX KLEIF

DISSERTATION SUBMITTED 2019

((¢

AALBORG UNIVERSITY
DENMARK






NONPARTICIPATION AND
DISADVANTAGE AMONG YOUNG
ADULTS IN THE DANISH WELFARE
STATE — INTRODUCING A LIFE
COURSE PERSPECTIVE

by

Helle Bendix Kleif

«

AALBORG UNIVERSITY
DENMARK

Dissertation submitted August 31* 2019



Dissertation submitted: August 312019

PhD supervisor: Associate Professor Dorte Caswell,
Aalborg University

Assistant PhD supervisor:  Research Leader, Professor Jacob Nielsen Arendt,

The Rockwool Foundation

PhD committee: Associate professor Merete Monrad (Chair)
Aalborg University

Professor Sharon Wright
Glasgow University

Associate professor Olof Backman
Stockholm University

PhD Series: Faculty of Social Sciences, Aalborg University

ISSN (online): 2246-1256
ISBN (online): 978-87-7210-492-8

Published by:

Aalborg University Press
Langagervej 2

DK — 9220 Aalborg @
Phone: +45 99407140
aauf@forlag.aau.dk
forlag.aau.dk

© Copyright: Helle Bendix Kleif

Printed in Denmark by Rosendahls, 2019

Standard pages: 129 pages (2,400 characters incl. spaces).



ENGLISH SUMMARY

This thesis argues that the issue of youth nonparticipation and disadvantage is not
yet well understood. | frame a study of the issue within a sociological life course
perspective that attends to conceptual, dynamic, contextual and multidimensional
aspects. Through exploratory, descriptive and causal methods, and in utilizing
Danish administrative register data, the thesis asks how this perspective might
contribute to our understanding of the ways in which nonparticipation and
disadvantage develops within the contemporary Danish welfare state.

The thesis articles make four separate contributions. Article | initially develops a
longitudinal framework for understanding youth nonparticipation. This reveals that
far from all NEET-occurrences develop into long-term engagements and that the
subsystem of active labour market policies seems to represent a modifying element.
However, for one in five young adults the Danish welfare context is not able to
alleviate NEET-occurrences from developing more fundamentally into trajectories
of transitional disadvantage. This finding represents the outlet for the second article.
Article 1l identifies ideal type patterns through which transitional disadvantage
develop. The results suggest that structural components of both family lineage and
welfare setting are involved in this development. Article I11 and IV direct attention
to young adults targeted by contemporary Danish labour market policies because of
not participating in education or employment. By differentiating between subgroups
of low educated young adults article Il shows how a policy induced economic
incentive at age 30 seems to mark a return to benefits among a group of former cash
benefit recipients after a period in education. Finally, article IV focuses on the group
of young benefit recipients furthest away from the labour market. By exploring
multidimensional unemployment trajectories during a period of policy reform the
article demonstrates how a majority of the targeted young adults experience long-
term problems characterized by continuous and/or frequent hospitalization or
treatment.

Despite the seeming passivity of holding a position outside education or
employment the articles overall reveal high levels of participation in labour market
oriented activation. This finding challenges the prevailing political dichotomy
between ‘passive’ and ‘active’. In addition to discussing the risks of nonparticipation
and aiming at moving non-participating young adults towards ordinary participation,
the findings emphasize the relevance of also discussing, which type of activities
actually and effectively interrupt exposed youth transitions. Further, in studying
early transitional processes that involve nonparticipation, the thesis results evidently
point towards the structural components of disadvantage. For some, transitional
difficulty and disadvantage is thus associated with poor childhood conditions, while
for others it seems related to entering a post-crisis labour market still recovering
from high youth unemployment rates. Such results suggest that the behavioural
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strategies applied today within active labour market policy might not, if they stand
alone, adequately address the problems encountered thus entailing a risk of further
marginalizing part of the youth population already on the margins. Finally, the thesis
results reflect the importance of long-term multidimensional strategies as part of the
response to the documented difficulties among disadvantaged young target
populations — which, for many, also include recurring or permanent health issues.
Activities that hold a potential of bringing such young adults forward in their life
seem to require flexibility to individual situations and an organizational set-up
capable of integrating services across welfare providers.



DANSK RESUME

Afhandlingen argumenterer for, at vi mangler indsigt i, hvad det vil sige at sta uden
for uddannelse og beskaftigelse som ungt individ i dag. Undersggelsen rammeszetter
problemstillingen inden for et sociologisk livsforlgbsperspektiv, der tager sigte pa
konceptuelle, dynamiske, kontekstuelle og flerdimensionelle aspekter. Ved hjelp af
et eksplorativt forskningsdesign udforsker og beskriver afhandlingen denne tilgangs
bidrag til forstdelsen af, hvordan det at std udenfor udvikler sig inden for den
moderne danske velferdsstat.

Afhandlingens artikler leverer fire separate registerbaserede bidrag. Gennem
longitudinelle analyser viser artikel I, at langt fra alle episoder uden for uddannelse
og beskaftigelse (NEET) udvikler sig til leengerevarende forlgb. For en ud af fem
unge er den danske velferdskontekst imidlertid ikke i stand til at forhindre, at
NEET-episoder i de tidlige transitioner fra grundskole til videregaende uddannelse
og beskeeftigelse udvikler sig til en mere grundleeggende udsathed. Dette resultat
udger afszttet for den anden artikel. Artikel Il identificerer saledes idealtypiske
mgnstre, der beskriver, hvordan udsathed udvikler sig i de tidlige
ungdomstransitioner og antyder blandt andet, at strukturelle forhold inden for
familien pavirker denne udvikling. Artikel 11l og 1V retter fokus mod unge
ydelsesmodtagere, som, i kraft af en position uden for uddannelse og beskaftigelse,
bliver mal for den aktive beskeftigelsespolitik. Artikel 111 skelner mellem
forskellige grupper af lavt uddannede unge og viser, hvordan et politisk institueret
gkonomisk incitament ser ud til at markere en tilbagevenden til kontanthjelp blandt
tidligere kontanthjelpsmodtagere, efter en periode med uddannelse. Endelig
fokuserer artikel 1V pa gruppen af unge ydelsesmodtagere lengst veek fra
arbejdsmarkedet. Artiklen undersgger flerdimensionelle arbejdslgshedsforlgb i en
periode med politisk reform og demonstrerer, hvordan et flertal af de unge i
malgruppen oplever langvarige problemer karakteriseret ved kontinuerlige og/eller
hyppige hospitalsindlaeggelser og behandling.

P& trods af den tilsyneladende passivitet ved at std uden for uddannelse eller
beskeftigelse finder artiklerne samlet set et hgjt niveau af deltagelse i aktivering
foranstaltet af beskeeftigelseslovgivningen. Dette fund udfordrer den fremherskende
beskeeftigelsespolitiske dikotomi mellem 'passiv' og ‘aktiv', som blandt andet var
omdrejningspunktet for dele af kontanthjelpsreformen. | tilleeg til at diskutere
risikoen ved ikke at deltage i ordinar uddannelse eller beskaftigelse, understreger
resultaterne ogsa relevansen af at diskutere, hvilke typer af aktivitet som faktisk er i
stand til at afhjeelpe unge fra eksempelvis at blive afsporet rent uddannelsesmaessigt.
Ved at studere transitions-processer, som involverer ikke-deltagelse, peger
afhandlingen videre pa udsathedens strukturelle islet. Hvor vanskelighederne i de
tidlige transitioner fra grundskole til videre uddannelsesforlgb for nogle er knyttet til
darlige opveekstkar, viser vanskelighederne sig for andre i overgangen fra
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uddannelse til beskaftigelse. Sadanne resultater antyder, at de adferdsmassige
strategier, som anvendes inden for den aktive beskeftigelsespolitik ikke alene
forméar at adressere de udfordringer, som unge har. Afhandlingens resultater peger
mod vedvarende flerdimensionelle strategier som en del af svaret pad de
dokumenterede vanskeligheder blandt udsatte unge — som for mange ogsa omfatter
tilbagevendende eller permanente helbredsproblemer. Aktiviteter, som rummer et
potentiale for at hjelpe sddanne unge videre i livet, synes saledes at fordre
fleksibilitet i forhold til den enkeltes situation samt et organisatorisk set-up der er i
stand til at integrere services pa tveers af velferdsudbydere.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

This thesis aims at advancing our understanding of how disadvantage develops
among young adults not participating in employment or education. Several
contemporary changes have highlighted the need for developing new perspectives
on the challenges met by young adults, and for engaging critically with new
conceptual frameworks made available. On a national level, the past decade has
been subject to significant changes regarding legislation targeted towards
unemployed and inactive young adults, and internationally change is reflected in the
ways in which youth unemployment, disconnection and disadvantage is addressed
and conceptualized.

Utilizing exploratory, descriptive and explanatory quantitative methods and building
on extensive administrative registers this PhD project attends to conceptual,
dynamic, longitudinal and multidimensional aspects of nonparticipation and
disadvantage. The project presents the overall argument that adopting a life course
perspective can qualify our understanding of disadvantage and how it develops
among young adults by directing attention to how contemporary youth transitions
and trajectories, set within a Danish welfare state context, progresses on the
individual level.

The following introductory sections unfold three contemporary changes. The
descriptions refer to a Danish context, but reflect overall developments characteristic
for European welfare states as such, however with variations between countries and
welfare state models (Esping-Andersen 1990). Together with the remaining Nordic
countries (Sweden, Norway, Finland and Iceland) Denmark represents a social
democratic welfare model. This model, with its mix of a flexible labour market and
a strong social security net, has been highlighted as exemplary for others for its
ability to shield the population from the most problematic consequences of
economic inactivity. However, following the increased means-testing, the lowering
of benefits and the introduction of punitive and sanctioning elements to the system
of unemployment insurance and social assistance, it has been argued that the
commitment to safeguarding the population no longer extends to those at greatest
risk (Lorentzen et al. 2014; Abrahamson 2015). Such changes are, amongst others,
relevant to consider in the attempt to understand how disadvantage develops among
young adults not in employment or education.

1.1. INCREASING LEVELS OF YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT AND
INACTIVITY

The global financial crisis of 2008 represents the first change of relevance. Going
back 10 years the economic recession initiated an increase in unemployment rates

11
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for all age groups within the Danish labour force, most substantially among younger
cohorts. Figure 1.1 below describes how the unemployment rate develops among
different age groups within the Danish labour force and includes the EU-average
among 15-24 year olds as comparison. Considering the 15-24 year olds, the level
nearly doubles from 2007 to 2011. From then on, the level drops steadily. However,
ten years on in 2018 the unemployment rate is continuously higher than pre-crisis
levels. This trend also holds true for the 25-34 year olds.

Figure 1.1: Unemployment rates (in percent) by age groups. Source: Statistics
Denmark (Labour Force Survey: AKU121) and Eurostat (Labour Force Survey:

tesem140). Note: The unemployment rate is given as the percentage of unemployed
relative to the number of active persons in the labour force within the same age

group.
25
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Increasing youth unemployment is found throughout European member states in the
years following 2008. Compared to the European average (EU-28) the Danish level
has been continuously lower, but the relative differences from lowest to highest
point is equal to approximately 8 percentage points in both Denmark and EU on
average.

While the unemployment rate tells a story about the challenges met by individuals
active in the labour force, it captures only part of the situation developing among 15-
24 year olds. With the majority in those age groups preoccupied with education, the
unemployment rate becomes an insufficient measure with regard to their level of
exposure to other challenges and potential disadvantage. When characterizing the
position within the labour market among young adults, the European Commission,
member states as well as European agencies and international organisations such as
the Eurofound and OECD have thus extensively embraced the concept of NEET,

12
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referring to those Not in Education, Employment or Training. Compared to the
unemployment rate the term includes a broader group of young adults.

Besides belonging to age cohorts marked by historically high youth unemployment
rates the NEET concept reveals a group of young adults standing outside the labour
market as well as the educational system. Figure 1.2 below displays the development
in different NEET rates among 15-24 year olds in Denmark and includes the average
total NEET-rate in EU for comparison. As figure 1.2 illustrates, other types of
inactivity exceeds the level of nonparticipation related to unemployment and make
up the majority of the total NEET share among young adult Danes aged 15-24.
Furthermore, the rise in inactivity has levelled out only recently. While youth
unemployment slowly returns to pre-crisis levels, other types of nonparticipation
have thus increased.

Figure 1.2: Rates (in percent) among 15-24 year olds Not in Education,
Employment or Training by NEET status. Source: Eurostat (Labour Force
Survey: yth_empl_150). The NEET rate is given as a percentage of 15-24 year olds
not participating in education or employment relative to the total number of persons
within the same age group.

14
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This trend is disturbing from a societal perspective in light of ageing populations
growing in size, with smaller subsequent cohorts to support them. The trend is
worrying also from an individual perspective with research documenting how
initially disadvantaged cohort members are generally doing worse in their later life
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relative to their more advantaged peers (Bengtson et al. 2009). Research on youth
unemployment further documents how, especially long, unemployment spells
increase the risk of future unemployment and income development (Bell and
Blanchflower 2011; Schmillen and Umkehrer 2017). However, the illustrated
development raises the question as to which extent nonparticipation and
disconnection from educational activities and employment as a macro-level outcome
expresses disadvantage on the individual level. This further highlights the need to
clarify how we understand disadvantage, how it can be studied and how it might be
responded to politically. I will return to these issues in section 1.4.

1.2. CRISIS RESPONSE AND THE THIGHTENING OF ACTIVE
LABOUR MARKET POLICIES

The political response to the post-crisis development in youth unemployment and
inactivity rates followed relatively quickly within the Danish context. Several
initiatives were implemented in order to mitigate the consequences and avoid
nonparticipation developing into a long-term condition. Four so-called youth
packages were passed in September 2009, November 2009, July 2011 and
November 2012 respectively (Municipalities 2013). They each transferred financing
to municipal job centres and youth guidance centres, sharing the overall
responsibility for youth interventions, and were aimed at young people not in
education or employment and those at risk. In youth package II, labelled “More
young people in education and employment” (The Danish Government 2009), the
then Liberal-Conservative Government, with support from the Social Democrats, the
Social-Liberal Party and the Danish People’s Party, introduced job centre based
active labour market interventions aimed at the 15-17 year olds. It also directed so-
called immediate offers’ to the 18-19 year olds already after four weeks of
unemployment. With a strong focus on securing a smooth transition from primary
school to secondary and upper secondary education youth package Il also included
an Education Plan for all 15-17-year-olds, along with the possibility to initiate
financial sanctions if not followed. In addition, the municipal job centres would
receive a financial bonus when activating long-term unemployed young people
below age 30 specifically through job training and wage subsidized work.

However, with continuously increasing unemployment and inactivity among young
adults, the Government, now consisting of a coalition between the Social
Democrats, the Social-Liberal Party and the Socialist’s People’s Party, in
cooperation with the Red-Green Alliance?, passed youth package 1V in late 2012
(The Danish Ministry of Employment 2012). It financed six central initiatives, three
of which were targeted young adults with no more than primary school. The focus

! In Danish: Strakstilbud

Z In Danish: Enhedslisten
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was on helping them to get a foothold within vocational training (or other secondary
tracks) through bridge-building and so-called training consultants. It further aimed at
creating job openings for unemployed youth through increased funding for the
already existing job rotation scheme and through subsidies directed at firms when
taking on an adult apprentice above age 25.

Developing alongside such initiatives, and more of a slow change than a crisis
response within the Danish political discourse and approach, is a drift towards
welfare conditionality visible through an increased use of benefit retrenchments,
sanctions and mandatory activation (Clasen, Clegg, and Kvist 2013; (Caswell and
Larsen, forthcoming). Examples of this drift include the unemployment benefit
reform of 2010, which introduced a reduction of the maximum unemployment
benefit period from four years to two, and simultaneously doubled the employment
requirement for entitlement to unemployment benefit from six to twelve months of
full time employment (Thidemann Faber and Emerek 2012; Clasen, Clegg, and
Kvist 2013). Another more recent example of the means taken to increase
participation is the introduction in 2014 of the Danish Cash Benefit Reform (The
Danish Government 2013). The reform targets unemployed and inactive young
adults and expands the principles from a previous reform (The Danish Government
2005), by introducing an educational demand on all those below age 30 with no
qualifications above primary school, when applying for social assistance benefit.
Benefit cuts, mandatory activation and economic punitive sanctions are here used to
incentivize action on the individual level. Further, the political discourse now
expresses a clear aim of ending the so-called “passive-culture”. This involves
removing altogether previous categories of temporarily passive benefit recipients or
non-employable®. Instead, new categories are introduced categorizing young adult
benefit recipients as either education-ready or activity-ready, with accompanying
requirements for active participation in labour market interventions, regardless of
whether the young adult faces problems of social- or health related character besides
unemployment.

This drift represents the second contemporary trend, which | argue has changed the
circumstances for young adults affected by unemployment and inactivity in the
period following 2008. In combination with financing and implementing
comprehensive youth packages aimed at alleviating crisis-related unemployment and
inactivity, shifting Danish governments have weakened the social security safety net
in the above illustrated manner in an attempt to increase incentives to participate in
education and work. However, despite comprehensive attempts, including
components of qualifying along with disciplining character, to increase labour
market participation among all groups of young adults, and despite worrying
societal and individual perspectives, the level of inactive young adults has continued
to rise almost throughout the past decade.

® In Danish: ikke-arbejdsmarkedsparate
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1.3. THE PROCESSES OF INDIVIDUALIZATION

The third and final trend is the process of individualization characteristic of Western
and European welfare states from the 1960’ies and onwards. This development is
included in order to highlight its implications in the context of weakened social
security and contemporary nonparticipation among young adults.

A central figure in developing the concept of individualization is German sociologist
Ulrich Beck. According to Beck the post-industrial process of individualization
describes a structural transformation of social institutions and of the relationship
between society and the individual (Beck and Willms 2002:61). Social institutions,
such as the education system, become driving forces of individualization through
addressing the individual rather than the group or the collective. Beck describes this
as “an institutionalized coercion for individualization” (Beck and Willms 2002:63),
which involves a structural and institutional disembedding of the individual from
previous social structures and affiliations, in particular that of class.

At least in principle the societal transformations related to processes of
individualization bring along new chances, but also uncertainty and risk (Bengtsson
et al. 2015). For a young adult embarking on further education, potentially as the
first generation within the family, individualization represents a chance of doing
better than the parental generation. It represents a chance of social mobility, but it
also represents a risk, in that he/she breaks with what is known, potentially placing
him/her in a position without much hinterland to obtain guidance from and without
an established social network to benefit from. The structural and institutional
weakening of traditional or collectivist ties thus places a greater amount of
responsibility with the individual in the sense that chances, choices and risks are to
be negotiated and handled on an individual level. In order for individuals to be able
to handle such risks this requires, according to Beck, a modern welfare state, which
provides for its citizens through basic security (Beck and Willms 2002:79).

While there is a broad agreement within academia that formal structural
transformations have occurred, diminishing the power of previously strong social
structures, it is debated to which extent social divisions continue to shape individual
life chances. According to Furlong and Cartmel (2007) one commits an
epistemological fallacy if the process of individualization is interpreted literally as
evidence of the fall of social class and as the setting free of the individual (Furlong
and Cartmel 2007:3-5). Grounded in empirical research they argue strongly for the
continued importance and influence of class structure as a key source to social
inequality and express the duality of individualization by stating that “People’s life
chances remain highly structured at the same time as they increasingly seek
solutions on an individual, rather than a collective basis” (Furlong and Cartmel
2007:5).

16
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Returning to Ulrich Beck, he argues that the political arena (anno 2000) more or less
has “absorbed individualization as a neoliberal agenda” (Beck and Willms
2002:72), in which welfare provision such as basic security is cut down and in
which individualization is translated into holding each individual accountable for
his/her own choices as well as their outcome. He describes how the individual
entrepreneur becomes: “a garbage can for unsolved problems within all
institutions” (Beck and Willms 2002:72).

In this view, the neoliberal agenda — which Danish labour market policy, with
increased welfare conditionality has contained element of since the mid 1990’ies -
firstly removes focus from the potentially social and structural nature of the situation
among young adults outside employment and education and secondly introduces
individualized and disciplinary responses.

1.4. UNDERSTANDING THE CHALLENGES FACING YOUNG
ADULTS NEET

The political responses to the portrayed challenges of nonparticipation among young
adults have, to a large extent, been based on macro-level developments of
unemployment rates, on the levels of nonparticipation in education and on the
assumption that young adults outside employment and education are capable of
rationally adjusting their behaviour based on the prospect of lowered benefits and
economic sanctions. This macro-level view has been assisted by researchers from
the academic field of labour market economics through a dominating focus on
documenting aggregate-level, cross-sectional effects of initiated active labour
market policies and interventions. And within the field of comparative policy studies
a cross-sectional approach has been prevailing in attempts to disaggregate the total
group of young adults NEET into sub-groups in order to identify group-specific
challenges and needs (Eurofound 2016). While such accounts provide point-in-time
measures, policy effects and current characteristics, they — if standing alone - run the
risk of communicating and articulating nonparticipation and sub-group
disadvantages as something static, as a characteristic with which we can describe
young adults and thus as a condition upon which the welfare state can act.

Drawing on a life course perspective the work presented in this thesis is based on the
argument that we - researchers, politicians, citizens - can benefit from
supplementing the dominant macro-level approaches with an increased focus on
what happens at the micro/individual-level over time. | argue that the issue of youth
nonparticipation, which (in its most recent post-crisis form) has been targeted
politically for at least a decade, is not yet well understood. And that an increased
focus on how nonparticipation develops at the individual level and over time is
crucial in order to identify and respond more effectively to the different challenges
facing contemporary young adults outside the labour market and the educational
system.
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Based on a notion of post-industrial societies as characterized by the uncertainties
and risks described in the previous three sections, life course researchers have
recently suggested a focus on vulnerability as a way of studying and capturing
essential dimensions of contemporary living conditions (Spini, Hanappi, and Bickel
2013). As a state, which captures segments within a population that live ‘on the
edge’, Spini and colleagues define vulnerability as:

...a lack of resources or as a social weakness (...) which places the
individual or group at risk of negative outcomes such as personal
distress, downward-leading life conditions, and limited social
participation and capability to live a valued life. It also affects
individuals’ capacity to cope with critical events and to take advantage of
opportunities (Spini et al. 2013:8).

In addition to determining the characteristics of vulnerability as a state, Spini and
colleagues stress the centrality of considering vulnerability as multidimensional and
dynamic, and as embedded in social contexts, which must be studied on the short-
term as well as the long-term. The knowledge gained from studying vulnerability in
this fashion may, according to Spini and colleagues help develop “...more efficient
strategies to compensate life trajectories of individuals who fall out of ‘normal’ or
valued tracks” (Spini et al. 2013:3).

Returning to the question raised in section 1.1, as to which extent nonparticipation
(as a macro-level measure) expresses disadvantage or vulnerability on the individual
level, the above definition and framing suggests a possible operationalization and
represents — as such - a framework of inspiration in the article work of this thesis.
The research articles thus each represent different elements of this framework and
depart from the same basic consideration that investigating nonparticipation among
contemporary young adults as a multidimensional, dynamic (non-static) state,
embedded in social contexts might reveal new insights into how disadvantage or
vulnerability develops.

1.5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Taken together, the contemporary changes represented by increased levels of
nonparticipation, an enlarged political focus on overcoming “passivity” and the
development towards increased individualization, invite questions such as: What
does it mean to be disadvantaged within this setting? Is nonparticipation equal to
disadvantage? When does nonparticipation represent a worrying condition, and
under what circumstances? And how might it be responded to politically? The main
aim with this thesis is to arrive at a clearer understanding of such issues. This is
pursued through four different empirical studies each taking inspiration from a life
course perspective in attending to conceptual, dynamic, contextual and
multidimensional aspects of nonparticipation and disadvantage. In addressing
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different aspects, they each provide perspective and insight to the following research
question:

In what way does a life course perspective on nonparticipation among
contemporary young adults contribute to our understanding of how
disadvantage develops within the Danish welfare state?

While the four research articles contribute to this overall question they have been
guided by their own separate research question. As such they can be read
independently.

Summarizing shortly how the four articles relate to the research question above,
article 1 can be seen as a first general attempt at reflecting critically upon the use of
the NEET concept as a proxy of young adults at risk of social exclusion. As such
article | pertains to the question of whether nonparticipation in education or
employment expresses a disadvantaged position within the social context of the
Danish welfare state. The findings represent the outlet for article Il used more
extensively to explore longitudinal characteristics and determinants of
disadvantaged school-to-work transitions, among a selective sample of young adults
who do not participate in education or employment for a longer and continuous
period between age 16 and 20. In article 1l and IV, focus changes from exploring
transitional characteristics to concentrating on young adults targeted by Danish
labour market policies because of not participating in education or employment.
Differentiating between subgroups of young adult benefit recipients, article 111 helps
nuance our understanding of the consequences of contemporary policies based on
the welfare conditionality described above. By extension, article IV directs attention
to the group of young adults considered furthest away from the labour market, who -
according to average effect estimates - do not respond to policy as intended. By
constructing combined trajectories of health and educational or employment related
activities, article IV investigates the interrelatedness of life course domains during a
period of policy reform.

Table 1.1: The four questions guiding the research articles

Element(s) from the
Question Research approach life course
perspective

How does NEET occurrences

develop and is the NEET concepta  Exploratory and
precise proxy of young adults at descriptive

risk of social exclusion?

Life course in
context: Danish
welfare state

19



NONPARTICIPATION AND DISADVANTAGE AMONG YOUNG ADULTS IN THE DANISH WELFARE STATE -

INTRODUCING A LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE

What characterizes disadvantaged
school-to-work transitions and
how does this relate to indicators
of childhood adversity?

Exploratory and
explanatory

School-to-work
transitions,
Cumulative
disadvantage,
Dynamic lives,
Linked lives

How are policy induced economic
incentives related to outcomes of
cash benefit and education among

Explanatory and
causal

Life course in
context: policy
reform

subgroups of low educated young
adults?

What do we learn about
disadvantaged young adult target
populations, when studying
combined health and labour
market trajectories during a period
of policy change?

Multidimensionality,
Life course in
context: policy
reform

Exploratory and
descriptive

Although the four research articles make independent contributions to different
theoretical and empirical fields, they share the following central features:

e  Firstly, they all originate from an interest in approaching the issues under
study from a methodologically quantitative exploratory and descriptive
perspective. This is further elaborated in Chapter 5.

e Secondly, all studies focus on the micro/individual level thus
supplementing existing quantitative knowledge, which predominantly
originates from an aggregate perspective conveying average effects, point-
in-time estimates and cross-sectional characteristics.

e Lastly, all studies make use of Danish administrative registers, which
enable the construction of longitudinal and not least continuous individual
trajectories.

The thesis is stuctured in the following manner: Chapter 2 presents the background
for the project. Chapter 3 describes and relates the theoretical and conceptual
framework to the work on the four thesis articles, while Chapter 4 outlines state of
the art. Chapter 5 presents the dominant methodological approach along with central
charcteristics of the registerbased datasets used. Chapter 6 summarizes the main
findings and contributions of each article while Chapter 7 discusses and Chapter 8
concludes. Chapters 9 to 12 contain the four articles.
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Before expanding on theory, methodology and previous research, this chapter
presents the LISES project, which represents the thematic backdrop as well as the
financial source (together with Aalborg University) of the PhD project.

2.1. LISES — ENHANCING EMPLOYMENT FOR THE MOST
VULNERABLE GROUPS IN THE DANISH SOCIETY

LISES is short for Local Innovation in Social and Employment Services and is a
four-year-long (2016-2020) research project financed by Innovation Fund Denmark
(Innovation Fund). Participants include researchers from Aalborg University, six
Danish Municipalities as well as KL — Local Government Denmark, the association
of the 98 Danish municipalities (Caswell and Larsen 2019).

LISES aims at developing new knowledge and innovative solutions for the
challenge of enhancing employment among vulnerable groups in the Danish society.
The point of departure is that such innovations must acknowledge both political and
organizational issues as well as how these shape citizens’ behaviour and attitudes.
The development of both knowledge and solutions thus takes place within
collaborative settings including the research team as well as municipal managers and
employees at different locations in the frontline (Caswell and Larsen 2019).

At the centre of all collaborations are five potentials, or formulated assumptions of
where to find potentials, for more effective employment services targeted vulnerable
citizens. The LISES project thus explores the potentials in:

I.  Actual client participation and co-production with the citizens
Il.  Theinstitutional interaction (such as meetings and conversations) between
professionals and clients
I1. The cooperation with companies integrating employer expectation and
engagement in the employment services for these groups
(AVA Integrated services across sectors and organisational units
V. Local policy and organizational strategies and management that both can
enhance the involvement of clients and adapt to changing policy and
financial requirements

By valuing practical and contextual knowledge, the project develops a phronetic
approach (Flyvbjerg, Landman, and Schram 2012) to the field of study. By
extension, the project draws inspiration from the literature on cooperative
knowledge production (CKP) (Huttermann and Sommerfeld 2008) and collaborative
innovation (Cl) (Serensen and Torfing 2011). Both perspectives stress the
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collaborative and relational element when using new knowledge for innovation in a
public sector setting (Andersen, Caswell, and Larsen 2017). In order to gain access
to practical and contextual knowledge LISES mainly draws upon qualitative
methodologies such as interviews and in-depth case studies. As a practical
framework for both collaborative interactions and collection of empirical material,
the project has developed the so-called Mutual Innovation and Learning Platform
(MILP). A MILP is typically a two to four-hour long interaction between
researchers and practitioners, which centres around one of the five potentials
presented above (Andersen et al. 2017:347).

2.2. THE POTENTIAL OF A CITIZEN’S-PERSPECTIVE

In the original project-description of LISES the PhD was formulated as part of a
work package with specific focus on the experiences and behaviour of vulnerable
citizens. Building on the literature on Street Level Organizations (Brodkin 2011),
and the importance highlighted there of considering the active role of professionals
in forming actual social and employment policy, the work package was aimed at
examining how citizens or clients experience social and employment policy, the way
policy is delivered and how they participate in and modify policy delivery.

The initial intention was to combine qualitative and quantitative approaches to the
issue thereby allowing us to examine both the outcomes of social policy and the
mechanisms through which these outcomes are produced. And although we never
fell short of good intentions, real life planning, the timing and order of research
focus, empirical work and article work, and perhaps not attending properly to
framing mutual research questions resulted (so far at least) in parallel rather than
combined qualitative and quantitative approaches. Seen from the viewpoint of
working on the PhD, this however allowed me an extreme level of - very rare and
much valued - freedom to frame a project on my own terms. During the research
process, this developed into an exclusively quantitative exploration of how
disadvantage develops and expresses itself in the life course of young adults.

2.3. LEARNING FROM LISES

The LISES project is still ongoing and while the conclusions have yet to be drawn,
several results have been published already. In the following, | briefly describe
central findings regarding the citizens’ perspective. One of the key sources of
empirical insight on the citizens’ perspective is the caseworkers’ experience with
integrating the citizens’ perspective in social work. The first report from the LISES
project thus summarizes how working from a citizen’s perspective is made difficult
when conditions such as decisional authority, predictability regarding interventions,
relational continuity, availability (of caseworkers) and management support are not
met (Larsen et al. 2017:23-24).
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As with the other potentials, the potential of a citizen’s perspective (or enhancing the
possibility for actual client participation) has been explored in the MILP format.
During one such MILP, the question of what defines a successful intervention, seen
from the citizen’s perspective, thus occurred (Larsen et al. 2018:16). This translated
into an idea of studying cases of positive deviance in which vulnerable citizens,
despite having the odds against them, succeed in entering work or education. In
pursuing this idea, LISES researchers” have interviewed 12 vulnerable citizens
(ranging between age 26 and 53) as well as their caseworker(s). The results have
been published recently (Danneris and Caswell 2019). Two main findings are
highlighted. Firstly, the absence of success related to the use of standard ALMP
instruments is striking. Neither citizens nor caseworkers equal the success of
entering work or education with participation in particular interventions or the use of
sanctions. Instead it becomes evident from both perspectives that the alignment of
goals, focused on ‘getting out’ (of the system) helps the transition (Danneris and
Caswell 2019:4). Secondly, the authors find that such transitions are linked to the
help received by the citizens to navigate through the system enabling them to figure
out where to turn to within the municipal organisation for assistance and guidance
(Danneris and Caswell 2019:20). In a forthcoming LISES-output, the finding related
to ‘system help’ is linked to the issue of integrated services. The relevance of
reaching across organizational and professional divides is here further justified by
the changing group of benefit recipients, becoming increasingly more diverse, and
with problems spanning across issues of various parts of the welfare state (Caswell
and Larsen, forthcoming).
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CHAPTER 3. THEORETICAL
FOUNDATION AND CENTRAL
CONCEPTS

3.1. A LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE ON YOUNG ADULTS NOT
IN EMPLOYMENT OR EDUCATION

The life course perspective represents the main theoretical backdrop of the thesis. As
such, it is used throughout the thesis work as a way of thinking about the research
question(s) and as a guiding framework in designing the four research articles. The
following section outlines central life course concepts used - some of which were
touched upon in Chapter 1. Thus, when 1 find inspiration in the work presented by
Spini and colleagues (Spini et al. 2013), in which they suggest to investigate
vulnerability through a focus on its multidimensional and dynamic character and as
embedded in social contexts, this refers back to the life course perspective as the
overall theoretical framework. One of the strengths of the life course perspective is
its rich supply of concepts and principles with which to study the development and
the social structuring of lives in context. With the historical context as a backdrop,
the life course perspective calls attention to different structuring elements including
norms, institutions and agency.

As will be clear in the following subsections the thesis departs from a variant of the
life course perspective embedded within a western European welfare state context.
This implies giving particular attention to welfare state institutions as exerting a
central influence upon the individual life course. As a representative of this
European variant Karl Ulrich Mayer describes the distinctions between an American
perspective, embracing a broader theoretical influence from human development
theory and psychology (Elder 1995; Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003; Mayer
2009) and a European perspective. According to Mayer, the latter narrows the vision
to an understanding of the individual life course as “institutionally embedded
purposive action” (Mayer 2009:415), which gives greater voice to the idea that
institutional arrangements, in the forms of various subsystems and social structures,
give shape to the life course (Mayer 2004). In the European perspective it is further
made explicit that life course analysis is essential for understanding the impact of
social policies on the individual life course (Mayer 2009). In that sense, it offers a
framework for exploring the politically targeted issue of youth nonparticipation as
well as whether, how and under which circumstances nonparticipation develops into
disadvantage. Subsequently | present how the different main guiding principles for
life course analysis have inspired the thesis articles.
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3.2. THE PRINCIPLE OF TIME AND PLACE

A central building block in life course analysis is the historical context. This is
expressed through the formulated principle of time and place, stating that: “The life
course of individuals is embedded and shaped by the historical times and places
they experience over their lifetime” (Elder et al. 2003:13). In this thesis, the context
consists of social changes occurring within Western and European welfare states in
the period following the late 1990’ies. The introductory chapter thus describes three
of the defining features in which life courses of young adults unfold. They include
increased levels of nonparticipation, policy orientations towards a neoliberal agenda
and the processes of individualization. Significant for the development of those
changes are historical events such as the financial crisis of 2008 and thorough
changes within the Danish social security system.

In order to study the implications of particular historical contexts or social changes
on individual lives, the life course perspective offers concepts such as birth-year and
cohort, as: “Locating people in cohorts by birth-year provides precise historical
placement” (Elder et al. 2003:9). Linking the socio-historical and individual level by
birth-cohort can be used for the purpose of studying both cohort effects and period
effects, where the former captures the way in which historical changes affect birth-
cohorts differently and the latter refers to the case where the impact of social change
is relatively uniform across birth-cohorts ((Elder et al. 2003:9). The historical
context described above constitutes the backdrop of all four research articles and as
such they each provide a deeper understanding of how different structural factors
and institutional settings give shape to distinct types of behaviour and movement
among young adults who experience episodes outside education and employment.

3.3. THE PRINCIPLE OF TIMING

Within the life course perspective it is common to define the life course as an age-
graded sequence of social roles and events thereby calling attention to the significant
normative structure of age in most Western and European welfare states. Age is a
bearer of cultural norms such as when to leave the parental home or when to become
a parent, as well as formal norms expressed through institutional structure and age-
associated rights, responsibilities and obligations (Settersten and Mayer 1997;
Settersten 2003). Within the field of life course research the principle of timing has
however fostered a long-standing debate on the normative structuring mechanism of
age. It is argued that the idea of what constitutes the “normal” age-graded biography
has become less clear: “While we have little problem conjuring up images about the
life of a Yorkshire coal miner or lowa farmer, our images about the majority of lives
in contemporary society seem to lack the same degree of clarity” (Settersten 2003).
This debate has played out particularly in the literature on youth transitions
(Briickner and Mayer 2005), which I return to below in section 4.2.
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The principle of timing has motivated the design and research focus of article | and
1. Both articles explore patterns of nonparticipation and disadvantage in the early
school-to-work transitions among individuals born between 1982 and 1989. In both
cases, transitional patterns develop within the highly age-structured Danish
education system. In this system, institutionalised age-norms signify the typical
timing of transitions between compulsory school and upper secondary school as well
as the typical duration of upper secondary educational tracks. At the same time, the
institutional setting generates intervals in which it is more “normal” to step out of
education and work, such as taking a sabbatical year after upper secondary school.
Apart from characterizing the transitional patterns among young adults who
experience episodes outside education and employment, the aim (particularly of
article I1) is to create an awareness of the heterogeneity with which nonparticipation
and disadvantage imprints itself on the young adult life course - both with regard to
timing and duration.

3.4. THE PRINCIPLE OF STRUCTURE AND AGENCY

Within the American life course perspective agency seems to prevail analytically
over structure with emphasis placed on understanding the planning and choice
making expressed within the individual life course (Elder et al. 2003:11). Within the
European perspective the individual is essentially seen as a participant, as embedded
into social structures, social positions and roles (Mayer 2005:5). One of the attempts
to empirically investigate the institutionalization of the life course, and the impact
that institutions and policies have on life course outcomes, is Leisering and
Leibfried analysis of poverty in the western welfare states (Leibfried and Leisering
1999). Here they define social risk management as a core components of what they
refer to as “the welfare state’s rule over the life course” (Leibfried and Leisering
1999:25). Spanning over the entire life course, social risk management is intended to
bridge crisis periods in life of illness, injury or unemployment through social
systems such as unemployment insurance, active labour market policy and social
services. Social risk management is said to come into play as a safety net, e.g. by
offering social assistance, for ‘deviant’ life courses, when the institutionalised model
fails to materialise in individual cases (Leibfried and Leisering 1999:29, Leisering
2003).

The principle of structure and agency, and particularly the literature on the
relationship between the state and the life course (Mayer and Schoepflin 1989; Levy
1996; Leisering 2003; Mayer 2005; Levy and Biihlmann 2016), constitutes a
significant source of inspiration for the general thesis aim of supplementing macro-
level approaches with a focus on how nonparticipation and disadvantage develops at
the individual-level. The inspiration is most distinct in articles 111 and 1V, which
both explore the impact of institutional change among politically targeted young
adults. Article 111 thus explores the impact of turning 30 among different subgroup
of young adults, as this event, because of age-structured legislation on social
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assistance, exposes them to an economic incentive, which might change their
behaviour. The fact that all young adults are facing the same age-related incentive
allows exploring the impact of social policy for different subgroups. Article IV
focus on young adult cash benefit recipients between age 18 and 29 who were all
affected by a political reform implemented in January 2014. The article explores
how combined trajectories of unemployment and health develop through a period of
institutional change, thereby offering insight into the life circumstances of
disadvantaged young adults for whom labour market interventions return limited
effects on outcomes such as education and employment.

3.5. THE PRINCIPLE OF LINKED LIVES

Also central to the life course perspective is the principle of linked lives. The basic
understanding reflects how “human lives cannot be adequately represented when
removed from relationships with significant others” (Elder et al. 2003:13). Within
the field of life course research the linkages of human life have been studies through
a focus on couples (Moen 2003) investigating how male and female careers develop
as linked (ref), but also through a focus on the linkage of lives across generations
such as the flow of resources from one generation to the next (Ferraro, Shippee, and
Schafer 2009). The main take-away from the principle of linked lives, in relation to
the thesis work, is the notion that “Family lineage is a key source of life course
inequality, especially for the early stages of the life course” (Ferraro et al. 2009:414)
and the emphasis placed on “system properties” in making such intergenerational
transmissions possible and persistent (Ferraro et al. 2009). Considering family
lineage and relationships with significant others, such as that between child and
parents, also reflect the assumption that early life events are important for later life
outcomes (Mayer 2009:414) and the idea that early experiences of advantage and/or
disadvantage accumulates throughout the life course (O’Rand 1996; Dannefer
2003). While the weight has been placed on studying how experiences of cumulative
advantage/disadvantage contribute to within-cohort inequality in old age, Ferraro
and colleagues further argue that “Childhood experiences are important to
adulthood, especially when differences in experience or status emerge early in the
life course” (Ferraro et al. 2009:418).

The awareness of family linkage is reflected in article 1l that develops a typology of
transitional disadvantage among young adults experiencing continuous episodes
outside education and employment. Including information on parental educational
levels, family structure and childhood experiences with out of home placement and
family interventions, the article makes probable whether or not parental resources,
or lack thereof, are transmitted into a transitional pattern marked by disadvantage
among the next generation.
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3.6. THE PRINCIPLE OF LIFE-SPAN DEVELOPMENT

Each of the structuring elements described above; age-norms, welfare institutions
and family, impact the way in which individuals pass through historical contexts.
The life course perspective directs attention to this basic dynamic character of life
through the principle of life-span development articulating how: “Understanding
developmental processes is advanced by taking a long-term perspective” (Elder et
al. 2003:11). This principle is reflected in life course related concepts such as social
pathways, trajectory and sequence. Thus, reflecting both dynamic and
multidimensional aspects of the individual life course social pathways:

...are the trajectories of education and work, family and residences that
are followed by individuals and groups through society. These pathways
are shaped by historical forces and are often structured by social
institutions. Individuals generally work out their own life course and
trajectories in relation to institutionalized pathways and normative
patterns (Elder et al. 2003:8).

Exploring the long-term, dynamic and multidimensional character of life courses
require the availability of longitudinal data, which enable following individual
movements through time and across different life spheres (Mayer 2009:416). Such
availability is present in the comprehensive collection of Danish administrative
registers. Since the 1960’ ies, the Danish state has collected information on its
citizens in all areas necessary for administering the Danish welfare state. All four
articles of the thesis make use of longitudinal datasets constructed on basis of
registers holding information on the individual-level regarding educational activity,
labour market affiliation, family structure, health/hospitalization and receipt of
social services and benefits (see also Chapter 5). While the primary data source for
selecting the different study populations for article I-111 is constituted by a 10
percent sample of all Danish young adults born between 1982 and 1989, article 1V is
based on the full population of disadvantaged young adults targeted by the Cash
Benefit Reform on first of January 2014*.

* Disadvantaged young adults here refer to those among the affected who have been
categorized as activity ready, indicating that they experience problems besides unemployment
of social, health related or scholarly character.
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This section summarizes empirical knowledge central to the research questions
raised in the four thesis articles. While each of the articles contain elements of the
life course principles outlined above, the following presentation cuts across
principles and focus instead on the main fields of research to which the thesis seeks
to contribute. While some of the reviewed literature applies life course theory and
concepts, other studies are founded in different theoretical traditions, to which the
following presentation will not do justice. In the summarizing sections, | point
towards some of the research field specific shortcomings on the matter of
nonparticipation and disadvantage. In Chapters 6 to 8, | offer my contributions and
suggestions for future research.

4.1. LITERATURE SEARCH STRATEGY

The reviews below are based on a structured literature search completed between
January and March 2017. The search was carried out from the electronic platform
available at Aalborg University Library and covered the databases most relevant for
the posed research question. A first target group search, based on identifying
publications concerned with the issue of nonparticipation and disadvantage among
young adults, was carried out, including different search strings (e.g.; “NEET”,
“vulnerable young adults”, "at risk”, “unemployed”). This was supplemented by an
additional search within the same databases and with different combinations of
search blocks, which, apart from the target group, contained the following key
words (and different versions): “Life course” (e.g.: “life course trajectory”, “life
course transitions™); “Welfare benefits” (e.g.: “social assistance”); “ALMP” (e.q.:
“labour market reform™). The initial search protocols represented the basis for a
wider, much less structured, literature search departing primarily from the reference
lists available and with a snowballing effect that has continued to roll all the way to
the end of writing this thesis. Ultimately the thesis draws directly and indirectly on
articles, books, reports and working papers published between 2000 and (June)
20109.

The following sections consider two fields of research: first, empirical research from
the sociologically dominated field of youth transitions, and second, publications

from the field of policy focused evaluation research, represented by economists as
well as social scientists and educational researchers.

4.2. THE RESEARCH FIELD OF YOUTH TRANSITIONS

Within this broad research field, | direct attention to contributions that investigate
transitions between school, education and work from a longitudinal approach and
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that take a particular interest in detecting and explaining disadvantage. In the
following, this literature is presented under the heading of de-standardization and
school-to-work transitions.

4.2.1. DE-STANDARDIZATION AND SCHOOL-TO-WORK TRANSITIONS

As mentioned in the previous chapter the contours of a standard age-graded
biography have become less clear. When considering the life phase of transitioning
from youth to adulthood this lack of clarity has given rise to numerous explorations
of the so-called de-standardization hypothesis (Shanahan 2000; Briickner and Mayer
2005; Martin, Schoon, and Ross 2008). At the centre of such explorations is the
general finding that the transition to adulthood (in the European and Western parts
of the world) have become prolonged (Buchmann and Kriesi 2011). The youth
phase begins earlier and reaches well into adulthood (Du Bois-Reymond 2009).
What drive this prolongation is above all educational opportunities, which, at least in
principle, have become available for children and young irrespective of social
background and which - for the majority - lasts for longer period than previously.
Correspondingly, the added time spent in education leads to postponement of other
life events such as entering the labour market, leaving the parental home and having
your first child. By measuring events as single transitions and through cohort
comparisons, empirical investigations of the de-standardization hypothesis have
demonstrated how events such as those mentioned take place at later stages in the
life course of young adults today (Elzinga and Liefbroer 2007; Widmer and
Ritschard 2009; McMunn et al. 2015).

The increasingly important status of education has made school-to-work transitions
a frequent research topic. In addition to the postponement of other events, the
school-to-work transitions characteristic for the period after 1970 have given rise to
notions of ‘non-linearity’, ‘complexity’ and even ‘yo-yo’ or ‘choice biographies’
signalling transitions marked by frequent breaks and returns to education after
taking up employment (Du Bois-Reymond 1998). Critics have asserted that
proclaiming non-linearity and individual choice as the new standard of youth
transition is to largely overstate the phenomenon and further point to the risk held
within such new articulations of obscuring underlying structures of disadvantage
(Furlong, Cartmel, and Biggart 2006). While such developments represent general
trends, visible in particular when comparing youth transitions across generations, a
closer look at single, historically situated, birth-cohorts reveals a more differentiated
picture. That is, within birth-cohorts different forms of de-standardization appear
(Du Bois-Reymond 2009:33). In a study from 2002 Bynner and colleagues (Bynner
et al. 2002) thus make a distinction between “fast and slow lanes to adulthood”
(Bynner et al. 2002:25) indicating how, for some young people, educational
activities are still a rather short-lasting matter, and further that such fast tracks
correspond closely with social indicators reflecting middle and lower-class
affiliations. Furlong, Cartmel and Biggart add to this finding with their study from
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2006 (Furlong et al. 2006), in which they identify a variety of different transitional
pathways while demonstrating a significant relation between the non-linear pathway
and disadvantaged young adults (Furlong et al. 2006:238).

The quantitative exploration of contemporary transitional diversity increased
extensively from around 2006, also as an effect of improved availability of
longitudinal data, the development of new methodological approaches and the
implementation of statistical software in standard programs supporting such
developments. This has resulted in a growing number of studies, often with a
comparative aim, depicting transitional diversity with a focus on school-to-work
transition patterns (Brzinsky-Fay 2007, 2014; Quintini and Manfredi 2009; Dorsett
and Lucchino 2014; Albak et al. 2015; Schoon and Lyons-Amos 2016; Brzinsky-
Fay and Solga 2016). Conceptualizing and exploring school-to-work transitions as
holistic sequences of subsequent events has revealed a set of typical pathways
applicable across European and Western welfare regimes. Brzinsky-Fay thus
identifies a typology consisting of eight transition patterns or ideal types across
Western-European welfare states, thereby demonstrating distinctions among young
adults sharing the same birth cohort with regard to the different activities dominating
their transition and the timing of different activities (Brzinsky-Fay 2014:224).
Despite the documented variety such transition patterns are often summarized as
expressing processes of transitional difficulty (such as continuous and complex
episodes of unemployment, inactivity or NEET), or success (such as continuous
educational activity and direct transitions from education to employment) (Brzinsky-
Fay 2014; Dorsett and Lucchino 2014).

Only a few studies explore the heterogeneity within the category of difficult
transitions. One exception is Dorsett and Lucchinos’ study, in which they open up
the category of transitions representing a “’possible cause for concern’ for
policymakers* (Dorsett and Lucchino 2014:14). In their article, they identify
different transitional sub-groups marked by dominant NEET statuses, long-term
unemployment and complete withdrawal from the labour market. Exploring
predicting factors behind such transitional difficulty they find strong correlations
with early pregnancy, low educational attainment and a disadvantaged family
background (Dorsett and Lucchino 2014:2). However, their sample suffers from
small numbers when differentiating between sub-group categories and furthermore
the transitions uncovered all represent a historical period prior to the economic
recession in 2008.

A second example of moving beyond the dichotomy between difficult and
successful transitions is Schoon and Lyons-Amos’ study from 2016. Contesting the
definition of successful transitions they direct attention towards the ‘missing middle’
represented by a large group (about half of their sample) of young adults who “get
by” despite short educational tracks (Schoon and Lyons-Amos 2016:13). With
pathways dominated by continuous employment, either directly after completing
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compulsory schooling at age 16 or after some further education their independence
is largely gained through what Schoon and Lyons-Amos refer to as “the previously
standard route” (Schoon and Lyons-Amos 2016:18). They argue that such findings
demonstrate a continued need for “creating viable alternative pathways to an
academic career” in times where the political discourse and practise is highly
dominated by a human capital investment thinking. This requires securing available
jobs that pay a decent salary (Schoon and Lyons-Amos 2016:18-19).

Finally, researchers such as Ron Thompson (2011; 2017) and Robert MacDonald
(2011) direct attention towards the quality of participation within transitions
otherwise conceived of as successful. Thomson thus demonstrates that to understand
the processes that lead to nonparticipation and disadvantage, it is necessary to
recognise that educational activity or employment can be part of this process
(Thompson 2011:799). Among a sample of so-called low- and middle-attaining
young people, with few family resources, Thomson thus displays an inabilit