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1 Outline and rationale 
 

1.1 Introduction 
 
Vocational education and training (VET) is an important instrument for setting up and imple-
menting European economic and social policies. In order to keep in pace with global eco-
nomic developments, the European Community strives to be the most competitive economy. 
Education, and especially vocational and higher education, is a major instrument to invest in 
the human potential which is the wheel barrow for competitive development. In several trea-
ties (Lisbon, Copenhagen, Maastricht and Helsinki) policy goals are defined by the European 
councils. Vet should be modernised and shaped for lifelong learning. Educational policy, 
however, is the responsibility of the national governments within the European Union. Euro-
pean policies can only be directed to facilitate, support and advice national policy makers. 
Seen from a systems development perspective, this is a wise decision: educational systems 
are heavily loaded with traditions and cultural history, which is difficult to unify in a European 
policy framework. At the other hand, mobility on the labour market and globalisation of eco-
nomic activities emphasize on the urgency for transparency and comparability of education 
routes and outcomes. So Europe is searching for a balancing policy in which national gov-
ernments are supported to work within a European frame of reference.  
 
First and foremost, there is an overall assumption of necessary change: VET is seen as be-
ing generically related to the patterns of the industrial society. As a consequence, the emer-
gence of the knowledge society puts new demands on VET, which has to react to those de-
mands. Thus fundamental changes of VET systems are required.  
 
The starting point of our analysis is based on the outcomes of a series of cases of VET poli-
cies, selected as key changes in the 10 countries that have been included in the research. 
The analyses of the cases of policies tried to investigate the drivers of change in VET sys-
tems and to create an evidence-based approach to questions raised implicitly/explicitly in the 
policy making process. 
 
In this contribution we elaborate on the results of the Observe project (Leonardo da Vinci 
programme). In the Observe project we have studied change policy in VET-systems of 10 EU 
member states by studying historical cases of system reform programmes and cases which 
were not yet finished when the project started (December 2002). Based on these cases, the 
Observe project is producing an overall analysis of the governance of system innovations in 
European VET.  
 



 

1.2 Directions of change in VET 
 
Reasons for change can differ. Globalisation has rendered the world smaller and more inter-
dependent than ever before. Simultaneously, we are confronted with the challenges of edu-
cational systems that are artefacts of an industrial era influenced by capitalist ideologies, 
educational systems that have largely failed to address the needs of post-modern societies in 
relation to escalating societal problems, globalisation and technological advancements 
(Jenlink, 2001). Next to societal problems, globalisation and the development of the know-
ledge economy, political reasons can have impact on the need for VET-systems change (for 
instance Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Romania). If they are an important incentive 
to really change systems is the question. 
 
In the discussion on the VET systems’ change lifelong learning is the main focus. At present 
times, in most western VET systems large tensions are built (cf. Nieuwenhuis, Nijhof & Heik-
kinen, 2002): nowadays systems are built for the industrial economy in which learning and 
working are organised sequentially, where a parallel organised system of learning and work-
ing is needed. In all advanced industrial societies the argument for VET change is broadly 
the same. The acquisition of knowledge and skills is increasingly seen as the main chal-
lenge. Living in a learning society filled with knowledge workers and the rapid changes in 
knowledge, there is a need for learning as a permanent process (Crouch et al, 1999). The 
modern VET systems have been built for the industrial economy of the 20th century, in which 
sequential production lines are usual (training before working). The emerging knowledge 
economy of the 21st century needs a training and skilling system which is connected parallel 
to working careers (Gavigan, 2000). In most VET systems, these signals are received ab-
sorptively, looking for new arrangements within the old systems. IPTS (the European institute 
for technology assessments; Gavigan, 2000) foresees that the European VET systems need 
a complete redesign. 
 
A basic assumption of the project is that due to the economic and societal change there is a 
low level of predictability and a high degree of uncertainty related to VET system functioning. 
Therefore, all the actors involved have to adapt to new conditions, based on their different 
contexts and interests. Unpredictability and uncertainty implies that traditional linear models 
of policymaking (both in practice and analysis) are still important references for analytical 
purposes but fail to guide in practice. Policy makers and the experts involved in the analysis 
face an increasing complex VET scene, with more interest groups and actors involved, re-
sulting in new interaction patterns and initiatives.` 

 
A VET system for the learning economy should fundamentally be based on the acceptance 
of uncertainty: the requirements of the future labour market are unpredictable. Constructive 
learning and problem solving by both students/trainees and teachers/trainers should com-
plement instruction of stable occupational knowledge and skills. Or, as Wenger (1998) 
states, VET ”.. cannot be a closed system that shelters a well-engineered but self-contained 
learning process. On the contrary, it must aim to offer dense connections to communities 
outside its setting.” New VET should be an open system both in time, and in content as well 
as in participation, but this requires re-engineering of working conditions and incentive struc-
tures. Attractive VET cannot be built by prescription beforehand. 



 

1.3 VET as a layered system 
 

Another basic condition of VET systems is that it is situated at the edge of two subsystems: 
education and the economy. From the perspective of the individual, VET as any other area of 
education should provide the appropriate competences, values and attitudes needed for per-
sonal development and a successful life in today’s complex societies. From the perspective 
of the society, VET offers also raise fundamental questions: is it sufficient to prepare the indi-
viduals for their professional and economic life? Should employability be the main value that 
should drive the VET systems? According to the answers proposed both at national and 
European level, the various actors have to find common solutions, to share and transfer rele-
vant experiences and to jointly engage in a comprehensive policy learning process. However 
the traditional debate about the aims of education, and about the relevance of educational 
services for both the individual and society, exemplary for the VET field makes evident, that 
todays’ VET systems are highly flexible constructions, and over time have developed the 
capacities to integrate different, even contradictory functions. We might see this internal dif-
ferentiation as one of the major factors of stability and long-term success of VET systems, 
which however gains new actuality during periods of change. 

 
Governance of VET asks for a balanced tuning between government and other actors in the 
VET-system. Education, and especially VET, is a layered system, consisting of four main 
layers: teaching-learning arrangements, organisational processes, institutional contexts and 
the political-conceptual debate. In between these layers often inconsistencies occur, causing 
internal tensions themselves (Nieuwenhuis a.o., 2001; Banathy, 1991). Research on VET 
should incorporate these systemic layers (Nieuwenhuis, Nijhof & Heikkinen, 2002). In the 
third Cedefop research report we used this scheme to compare VET reform programmes in 
Denmark and the Netherlands (Nieuwenhuis & Shapiro, 2005), which has been used as a 
major input for the Observe project. 
 
VET is a social system for which in each country and/or economic sector a specific set of 
institutions and organisations has been developed over time. Governments, business and 
industry, unions, and educational organisations have built an institutional set-up for VET, 
which is deeply rooted in social, cultural, and economic patterns. Because of these roots, 
VET institutions are difficult to change, and are sometimes even obstacles to innovation of 
the system. Changing VET is not only a matter of the educational system, but also of the 
socio-economic system and of cultural traditions. Examples of VET institutions are: laws on 
education and labour; public-private arrangements; training funds; collective labour agree-
ments; pathways to becoming skilled; qualifications and wages; occupational identity; training 
traditions. 
 
However VET as a social practice also is embedded into organisational structures and pro-
grammes, which set their own coordinates for change. On the organisational level the follow-
ing question arise: are VET organisations flexible enough to cope with new demands in edu-
cation, and do they develop to “learning organisations” with the capacities to constantly im-
prove their own learning behaviour and actively contribute to educational innovation and 
change. The emergence of national, regional and local VET networks, which gained growing 
importance in VET policies through the past decade might seen a new deal in organisational 
learning, which increasingly employs networks as agents of change, with specific regard to 
mediating learning on the organisational level and linking those with relevant sub-sectors of 
the educational system (Preisinger-Kleine, 2002). 
 
 



 
 
Figure 1: A framework for analysing educational change in skilling systems (adapted from 
Nieuwenhuis, Mulder, Jellema & Van Berkel, 2001) 
 

1.4 A learning approach for changing VET 
 
Educational systems are historically evolved social constructions (Hommen, 2002). During 
decades systems are developed into conglomerates of social routines and habits, which are 
often seen as natural patterns of social action. As in institutional economy, such regulatory 
patterns of routines and rules are called institutions (cf. Edquist & Johnson, 1998). A mixture 
of technical, political and economic rationalities results in a complex system idiom. Institu-
tions are guideline mechanisms for communicating and acting and lead to coherence in a 
society. Examples are language, protocols, etc. Social institutes are physical organisations 
established for specific purposes. These social institutes exist because of the meaning indi-
viduals give to it (van der Knaap, 1997). Proven agreements are encapsulated within more 
complex configurations, regulating human social behaviour. A long history of social behav-
iour is enclosed in such institutional set ups, causing a resisting, conservative power to social 
change. Therefore, system changes will not evolve gradually, but disruptive (Sanderson, 
2000). Sanderson gives a comparison to dissipative systems in physics: they are capable of 
assimilating large amounts of (social) energy and converting this into increasing internal 
complexity and tensions. In certain situations, when tensions grow too high, these systems 
can undergo rapid, transformational change (bifurcation) and evolve irreversibly to a new 
system state. 
 
Many groups in society are involved in changing VET. Both policymakers and stakeholders 
are trying to influence the development of VET. Focusing on social systems theory we can 
conclude that systems’ change is not a one-shot event. Societal systems are social construc-
tions, built of organisations and institutions (formal and informal rules and habits). Social sys-
tems’ change is an ongoing process of incremental development, involving many actors. In-
stitutions are developed to have a (changing) role in VET, but at the same time can act as a 
conservative power to stop these changes. Because the institutional set up works conserva-
tively and absorbing systems evolve disruptive: change impulses firstly cause internal ten-
sions and lead then to earthquake-like changes (bifurcations). Great tensions cause abrupt 
and irreversible changes. So systems’ change is complex and chaotic because of its multi-
layer, multi-actor and multi-purpose character.  
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There is no common definition of policy learning available so far. Many concepts of learning 
at different levels of social action have been developed during the last decade. Policy learn-
ing is very much related to the new concepts of policy making, as the concept of governance 
as a more complex and open process including more broad sets of social actors than tradi-
tional concepts of politics, and the concept of multi-level governance which includes the rela-
tionships between the different aggregation levels from the local to the national and transna-
tional level. Common conceptual ingredients of policy learning are a cognitivist understand-
ing of policy making, and giving ideas, knowledge and experts an important role in that proc-
ess. Thus policy learning is based on certain more or less hidden rationalistic background 
assumptions about how the policy process is functioning. Policy learning has been analysed 
very much in the phase of the policy formation process, which sets the cognitive maps of the 
actors, and also makes up the blueprints of what should be done through policy implementa-
tion. Learning might occur at different levels (e.g., by individual actors and collective actors) 
and in different modes (e.g., by single loop learning or by double loop learning). There is a 
clear relation between policy learning and organisational learning that, however, has not 
been investigated in detail so far. 
 
However three generic types of policy learning can be distinguished: first of all, instrumental 
learning, which is about one’s learning in order to improve the instruments to serve better the 
achievement of goals, secondly, conceptual learning, which leads us to seeing things from 
different evaluative points of view and this way adopt new concepts, principles and images 
about reality. Last but not least we can think of social learning, which is about learning on 
values and higher order priorities such as norms, responsibilities, goals, and the framing of 
issues in terms of causes and effects selected for attention.  
 
Instrumental learning could be classified standard learning, since it’s the usual way organisa-
tions and institutions learn about a subject. It is characterised by reaching one-point optima 
of solutions to a problem, by leaving untouched the fundamental design, goals and activities 
of organisations and institutions. Conceptual and social learning are characterised as double 
loop learning (Argyris, 1976). They either end up with re-design of organisational pro-
grammes, or even the change of theories about reality in use. However the latter ones are 
rather exceptional and empirical research makes evident that double loop learning often 
represents an outcome of crisis or revolution rather than being a result of day-to-day practice 
(Preisinger-Kleine 2002). Another point to take in account is the depth and extensiveness of 
of change; thus, dramatic change of organisational programmes and cultures can be ac-
quired within experimental settings, particularly in cases where important parameters are 
under control of the operating system. However learning effects then hardly transfer to the 
real word. Similar limitations can be associated with policy learning, based on purely informa-
tion defined strategies. 
 

1.5 Role of government 
 
Government can play an important role in the steering of VET. A system can be completely 
state based or on the other hand market driven. Crouch, Finegold and Sako (1999) conclude, 
based on an analysis of skill creation systems in seven OECD countries, that both state-
based and market-oriented strategies are doomed to failure. State-based VET will suffer from 
low responsiveness and innovativeness, whereas market-led VET will not be able to upskill 
the majority of the workforce. In between the market oriented and the state based model, is 
the consortium model. In the consortium model the sovereign units may be tempted to come 
together and merge in some meaningful larger whole (inter-institutional co-operation) or mak-
ing a choice for co-ordination imposed from top down (see McDaniel, 1997). The develop-
ment of new and challenging VET-policies needs the involvement of public agencies. Private 
economic actors should be challenged to support new public policies to enhance high skill 
oriented, flexible VET system development. Crouch et al. (1999) do not believe in a single 



best solution at system level; copying best practices from elsewhere needs careful planning 
and consideration of the institutional history of both source and receiving system. They offer 
a sceptical view of the feasibility of a high-skills strategy in western economies.  
 
When there are many possible scenarios for the future it may well be impossible to construct 
any single static policy that will perform well in all of them. It is likely that the uncertainties 
that confront planners will be resolved over the course of time by new information (Walker, 
2001). Because of the need to deal with problems in a rapidly changing, complex and unpre-
dictable world, uncertainty has become an increasingly important element in policy formula-
tions. Policies need to be adjusted as the world changes and as new information becomes 
available. Therefore policies should be adaptive-devised not to be optimal for a best-
estimated future, but robust across a range of plausible futures. Such policies will indicate 
near term actions that combine those that are time urgent, those that make important com-
mitments to shape the future and those that preserve needed flexibility for the future (Walker, 
2001). 



2 Methodological issues and analytical frame 
 

2.1 Catching systems’ change 
 
In order to describe and analyse systems’ change in different European member states, the 
partnership has decided to study the object by using the multiple case study approach. The 
rationale behind this choice is that change policies are often directed to solving specific prob-
lems within running systems. Policy makers and stakeholders raise the alarm on system fail-
ures only, when specific stakes are in danger. At the start of the project expected to be able 
to point at specific changes, at least with a clear starting point in time and, hopefully, also 
with a discernable finish. The partnership also expected for each country, different problems 
and different searches for solutions to be found. To study change policy in VET, investigating 
the same issues in each country was expected to be a dead end alley. So for each country 
the content of change has been left open for choice for the national research team. For the 
case study procedure, specific appointments have been made. 
 
A major decision has been to investigate two cases for each member state: (1) One historical 
case and (2) an ongoing case. The relevance of the project is in its actuality: what can we 
learn from case comparisons for the actual VET policies towards a competitive European 
economy and a cohesive social structure. However, studying actual policies needs insight in 
mechanisms and social structures behind social systems. In order to establish this insight, 
the partnership chooses to execute in first instance a case study back in history. By studying 
a historical case, with a start and a finish, all aspects of policymaking and stakeholder fights 
can be brought into the picture. The insights from the historical case were used as starting 
point for conducting an ongoing case in each member state. 
 
Based on the above theoretical frame, the proposed contribution to the research report will 
be done by case comparisons of exemplary cases delivered by the Observe project. The  
cases can be seen as a sample in time and space: they are spread over the last 30 years 
and they are spread over 10 European countries (Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, the 
Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Rumania, Scotland, Spain, Wales). For each country a fin-
ished case in the past was selected, together with an ongoing case. The thematic issues 
within the case, have been depending on the national debates in each country, so they vary 
from the enhancement of social partner involvement, the introduction of APL, the establish-
ment of new VET courses for the low skilled, quality assurance systems, financing systems 
and teacher training facilities, structural improvement through the implementation of networks 
intermediate to learning found in VET organisations. Because of these thematic foci, they 
should be dealt with as separate case studies, and not as national cases. They will be de-
scribed on context characteristics, 9 major themes (level of change; driving forces; typology 
of change; social actors involvement; government role; power play; policy instruments; valu-
ing outcomes; learning approach in policy). For the proposed contribution the partnership has  
elaborated on these descriptions, with a special focus on the evolution of institutions in VET 
through interaction between (players within) the system layers. 
 
For these 16 case studies, both historical and ongoing, the partnership developed a more 
detailed procedure. In order to catch change processes, the research team decided to use a 
snap shot procedure: within each case study, logical points in time were chosen. The state of 
the art of the system at these specific time spots was “photographed” 2-dimensionally: one 
dimension is the systems’ syntax, by which we focus on the rational and cultural logic behind 
the system. The other dimension consists of specific choice on systems’ elements, relevant 
to the problem at stake (e.g. steering measures, educational choices, pathway decisions, 
quality measures etc). A basic assumption is that the syntax of the system defines which 
combinations of elementary choices are meaningful c.q. meaningless for a specific VET sys-
tem within a specific time frame. Comparing the snapshots over time, and analysing the pol-



icy measures in between, resulted in a thick case description, useful for cross case compari-
sons. 
 

2.2 Description of analytical themes  
 

During the Observe project the researchers agreed upon 10 analytical themes to describe 
the selected cases. The selection of these themes was a result from collaborative work dur-
ing several project meetings, on elaboration of the theoretical framework into meaningful 
categories for change description. Hereunder the 10 themes are presented. 
 
2.2.1 What change of which institutions/routines 
 
Within this section the research team investigated how the kind of political goals or improve-
ment goals were strived for with this change. Three big categories were discerned, on which 
each case study was positioned: 
 
 

• Improving opportunities for students and participants, 
  

• Organising the social dialog between social partners and the educational system, 
 

• Accountability and quality management: how is delivery by educational institutes related to 
budget stream and quality control; this implies the relation between schools and government 
and how they cooperate. 

 
 
Furthermore this section refers to the ‘level’ of change: is it institutional (does the case imply 
changes in relations on system level) or on the level of individual routines (who has to 
change his/her old routines into new ones). Some cases were targeted at institutional 
change, come at routine change and some at both. Another way of stating this issue was 
whether the change was oriented at policy level (broad, long term) or at strategic level (in-
strumental within policy). Last but not least it was considered of overall importance which 
institutions we were looking at as subjects of change: VET schools, quality assurance; cur-
riculum structure, or body; accreditation bodies; strategic planning bodies; funding and 
budget structures or teacher training. 
 
2.2.2 Driving forces 
 
Under this theme, cases were delineated and conducted to answer questions on the origin of 
the change and the problem definition behind it. 
 
 

• Dimensions: changes can originate from internal (inside education:  
for example quality discussions, or discussions on learning styles and processes),  
from larger, national discussions (e.g. from social policies or economic discussions) or from 
global developments (EU development, world bank pressure, globalisation of economy), 
 

• Interpretation of driving forces: is it a phenomenon or the problems caused by a phenomenon 
or the problem definition? In the latter case it is interesting who participated in this problem 
definition (policy, public – society, journalists, experts -, professionals), 
 

• Interesting issues: policy change through government change or by the same government 
(depending on the political culture: two party system or coalition system), 
 

• Driving forces versus stopping forces. 



 
 
2.2.3 Typology of change 
 
This section is related to researchers’ first observations around disruptive or incremental 
change: we had a discussion on whether this category was more on outcome than on input 
(it is an evaluation post hoc of the observed change). We decided to keep this issue as an 
important theme. 
 
 
 

• Was it a radical, disruptive change or an incremental one, combined with  
implementation strategy (snowball)? 
  

• Was it a transformation of existing institutions/routines or an abolishment 
+ creation of old/new institutions/routines?  
 

• How was the change introduced by policy: cooperatively or imposed?  
 

• What aspects they were looking at: Process: how were things done? Reaction on ‘fire’:  
how was the process ignited? Impact: what was the expected outcome?  
 

• What was the underlying, innovative idea: which routines have to be changed on what level? 
Shall this be based on blueprint or experiments: what was defined at forehand?  
 

• The typology of change should be complemented by a typology of the  
socio-economic-political context: in what kind of societal frame did the change evolve? 
 

 
 
 
2.2.4 Social actors involvement 
 
 

• This section involves the societal debate over and during the change. It was not only  
social partners’ involvement: stakeholders were a broader term: including professional asso-
ciations, parents, think tanks and educational bodies.  

 
• How was the social dialogue organised: formal, informal or not? Is this the same during all 

stages of policy-making process (identification, definition, design of alternative actions, imple-
mentation of selected policy, monitoring, evaluation, corrective policy)? 

 
• How was the triangle government-employers-trade unions involved, (depending sometimes on 

the political position of governments)? 
 

• Changing of minds: did stakeholders have the same view on the (urgency of) change during 
the stages of the change process? They could change minds! 

 
 



 
2.2.5 Government role  
 
This section targets on the role of government, in a broad sense: policy and civil service.  
 
 

• A general question in this section was on the focus of government: was it more on ideology or 
on efficiency? 

 
• How was the relation between government and civil service (in case of unstable government: 

does this imply a stable civil service, with an increased power; in case of stable – coalition - 
government: does this have implied a lighter civil service with less power? Or did we deal with 
a US system: change of government implies change of – the top of - civil service?).  

 
• Was the government role the same during all stages of the change process (identification, 

definition, design of alternative actions, implementation of selected policy, monitoring, evalua-
tion, corrective policy)? 

 
 
2.2.6 Power play and/or interaction  
 
This section caused large discussion: is it on power or on interaction. Finally researchers 
decided for power play: it is on obvious and/or informal impact of persons and institutions in 
the change game. Interaction is one way of organising influence. Under this section several 
discussion and themes were useful to deal with: 
 
 

• Was power the main issue (to stay in power), or was power used to get what you want? 
 

• There was a difference between power and influence; power can be personal or positional? 
 

• There was a difference between power and rationality. 
 

• Initiators for change (formally and informally: think of discussions on subversivity): lobbying, 
taking action, identification of possible arrangements and positions. 

 
• Power play within institutions: identification of reforming and conservative forces. 

 
• Hidden power play and exchange of stakes (Agreements, broader than the educational do-

main). 
 
 
 
2.2.7 Policy instruments  
 
In this section we have targeted on political instruments on several system levels. It was 
considered important to make a distinction between policy instruments to run the system 
(how was the relation organised between government/civil service at the one hand and ex-
ecutives [colleges, companies, others] at the other hand; by which means: rules, laws, fi-
nances, quality reports, etc), and policy instruments for changing the system (legislation, fi-
nances, dialogue, experiments, blueprints etc). 



 
 

• What kind of instruments were used by government: legislation, financing, facilitating social 
dialogue? 

 
• Was there a relation between strong social dialogue/centralised funding and planning and 

weak dialogue, decentralised funding and institutional autonomy on a free VET-market? 
 

• Difference between formal change (i.e. institution building, developing new norms) and infor-
mal change that was introduced by actors without direct legislative power? 
 

 
 
 
2.2.8 Learning policy approach and evaluation approach  
 
We agreed upon the importance of this section. There are a range of smaller questions 
which could lead to insight in the adaptiveness of change policy on several levels. 
 
 

• What kind of input was used for the design of the change?  
 

• How open and adaptive was the innovation approach used?  
 

• An important indicator in this section was how many times the initial definition and assump-
tions behind the innovation or problem assessment were re-examined and changed.  

 
• How fixed is the policy making process, or was there any flexibility towards ‘odd signals’?  

 
• Could (and did) schools learn? Could (and did) government learn? And other levels in the sys-

tem? 
 

• How was scientific knowledge used during the change process? And statistics? (accuracy in 
data collection and interpretation) 
 

 
 
2.2.9 Valuing outcomes 
 
In this section the circle is closed: change started with power play on stakes and targets. This 
section asks for the feedback of actors, and how they valued the outcome of change. This 
section is closely linked to the theme of learning policy and evaluation, however puts the is-
sue of change in the light of different stakes and different targets: the participation of single 
stakeholders is dependent on the way they see the development of the change, whereas in 8 
the emphasis is laid on systems’ development. 
 
2.2.10 Context of change 
 
A last section discusses on ‘typology of context’. It was outlined in relation to typology of 
change. In complexity models the way of reasoning is that you cannot explain the chance of 
survival of a kind solely on knowledge of characteristics of that kind: you always need infor-
mation on the context. Institutions are responses to specific contextual situations. System 
change resp. change of the institutional set ups can only be understood from the specific 
socio-economic-political context of the moment. Any issues related to these kinds of reason-
ing were reflected in this section. It has been decided to be a preliminary theme, more than a 
description category. 



 
 
3 Cross analysis over the cases 
 
 
Overview of thematic sections of analytical scheme 
 
VET as a political issue 
 
This section is based on context information on the main structural issues of the VET con-
cerned, included in each case study, however extends the focus to “VET as a political issue”, 
elaborating the role and importance of VET in the different countries. 
 
Subjects for change 
 
In this subsection, the first 3 analytical issues deal with (“what change”, “driving forces” and 
“typology of change”). So issues like goal of change, level of change, institutions involved, 
causes for change, political impulses, transformations (radical, developmental, creative de-
struction, etc). 
 
Powerplay by change agents 
 
In this sub-section, the next 3 issues are dealing with (social partners’ involvement, govern-
ment role, powerplay/interaction). The section is about the societal debate on the change in 
question: was the public involved, or was it restricted to the political ‘upperclass’? Who was 
leading: politicians, civil servants, stakeholder agents? How were social partners involved 
and educational professionals (headmasters and teachers)? What kind of stakes were de-
fended? 
 
 
Political and scientific instruments for change 
 
In this subsection, the next 2 issues are dealing with policy instruments and learning policy. 
Which kind of instruments were used to introduce the change: legislation, financing, facilitat-
ing, social dialogue? How was the relation between government and educational organisa-
tions (accountability, financing)? How was scientific knowledge used during the change 
process? Was there a scientifically informed evaluation of the change process? 
 
 
Valuing change 
 
This section investigates the societal acceptance of the new structure / system. 



3.1 Netherlands 

Case studies HC: Introduction of school based VET on level 2, 
next to apprenticeship courses during 1970-1996 

OC: Installment of a national institute for quality 
control on examination in VET (KCE) 

VET as a political issue Apprenticeship slots at this time were only pre-
sent for technical and health vocations. Not get-
ting a job, meant not getting an education in that 
time. In the final system a mixed model has being 
grown: apprenticeship combined with school 
based courses for almost all vocational sectors. 

The Dutch ongoing case is about the. The institute 
is established in 2001, as a reaction on a political 
fire alarm on low quality in examination. Newspa-
pers and social partners played an important role in 
raising the alarm. The minister of Education had no 
choice than launching a national initiative, although 
the policy culture was in favour of autonomous 
VET colleges, with own responsibility for all educa-
tional aspects, including examination. 

Subjects for change This change is about VET system’s design. Driv-
ing forces are emancipatory movement, youth 
unemployment and the need to upgrading labour 
force skills. 
 
Typology of change: incremental (20 yrs), but 
radical: the system has been changed dramati-
cally (from single trajectories for some, towards 
mixed trajectories for all) and the employers’ re-
sponsibility has been growing over time. 

This change is about institutional arrangements: 
accountability for quality in the VET-system. The 
main beneficiaries are the social partners, espe-
cially the employers: by the new institute they 
should gain trust in VET. VET colleges have to act 
according to nationally decided protocols. 
 
The main cause for this change is a lack of trans-
parency on the quality assurance in the system. 
The national organisations of the employers played 
a major role in raising the alarm, issued by a report 
of the educational Inspectorate. Politicians played 
their role by enlarging the alarm and forcing the 
minister to act. 
 
The change is an implementation of a brand new 
institute: so this can be labelled as a radical 
change. Both colleges and social partners have to 



learn new roles. In the Dutch tradition, the solution 
is not as radical: the new institute acts as a plat-
form for negotiations between social partners and 
educational players, and in this sense, the new 
institute is an extension of the Dutch ‘polder mod-
el’. 

Powerplay by change agents In the beginning, the change was carried by civil 
servants. Trade unions and employers were 
fighting. Working youth was treated as unskilled 
labour force. 
 
An advisory committee for industrial policy had to 
convince social partners to take up their respon-
sibility. During late ‘80s and ‘90s this has resulted 
in new social arrangements. In the end, social 
partners (esp. employers) have the lead in VET 
development and delivery, next to ROC’s. 
 
The role of government has changed strongly; 
from having the lead to remote control. So inter-
action patterns are changed, partly because of 
economic circumstances, partly because of rec-
ognising the importance of a skilled labour force. 

Employers’ organisations (trade unions were hardly 
involved in the discussion), the Council of VET 
colleges and the Ministry of Education (sharply 
controlled by politicians) played their roles in the 
change process. Social partners ignited the fire, 
based on reports of the Inspectorate. Social part-
ners (employers) tried to get back their power posi-
tion on the control of examinations, but the ministry 
and the colleges protected the autonomous posi-
tion of the colleges. The final solution of a national 
institute is a compromise between these two posi-
tions: in the board of the new institute, both colleg-
es and social partners are represented. After the 
installation of the institute, the interest of politicians 
faded away very quickly, although the institute 
used several years (until  2005) to find a proper 
way to fulfill its role adequately. Finally the institute 
merged with the inspectorate in 2006. 
 
The ministry forced the social partners 
(represented by Colo) and the colleges 
(represented by the council for VET colleges) to 
find a workable solution, and eventually, they came 
up with the new institute. The common solution 
was presented to the political scene as the good 
solution (nobody is against when the stakeholders 
agree). The civil servants played a small role: they 



supported the stakeholders in reaching their 
agreement.  
 
Basically, the process was about power: power on 
the examination in VET, as a key issue related to 
qualification profile definitions, and entrance to the 
labour market. Within the process, experienced key 
persons, with no stakes in the game, (especially 
one former minister of education) played important 
roles: without them, the process would not have 
resulted in a common solution. 

Political and scientific instruments 
for change 

Starting with social experiments, along with so-
cial dialogue, finally top-down legislation. 
 
Research was used in the beginning to escort the 
social experiments. Later on policy became aller-
gic for research and experimentation.   So in the 
end evaluation was not used extensively (al-
though the new 1996 law has been evaluated in 
2001; the results are generally neglected). 
 
In the new law, ROC’s are responsible for learn-
ing processes, social partners for output defini-
tions (competence profiles) and the government 
for quality assessments. 

To smooth the process, the ministry of education 
organized social dialogue in order to reach a com-
mon solution. Eventually, the new institute was 
embedded in new legislation: the old protocols 
around quality of examinations have been wiped 
out of the 1996 law, and the new institute has been 
put in. The government has brought the costs of 
the new institute.  
 
The results of the evaluation (evaluation of the Act 
on VET in 2000) were not immediately used. But it 
was one of the publications that gave cause to a 
new examination structure. After the new legisla-
tion, politicians lost their interest in the new insti-
tute. With the installation of the new institute (KCE) 
it seemed that the examination problem was 
solved. Evaluation has been assigned to the edu-
cational Inspectorate and the board of the institute.  

Valuing change The change process ended in a fully accepted 
mixed system. On power distribution, some bat-
tles have to be fought (see onging case study), 
but in general all stakeholders agree on the ef-

All stakeholders agreed with the new institute (offi-
cially they have proposed the new institute them-
selves). The VET colleges accepted shared re-
sponsibility. Social partners have accepted the 



fectiveness of the grown system. Dutch solution as the optimum. Some improvement 
has been reached in the examination practice on 
the VET colleges; so most players are accepting 
the new situation as feasible. In 2006, the KCE 
institute is merged with Her Majesty’s educational 
Inspectorate; quality policies in VET are united 
under one umbrella by this movement. 



 

3.2 Denmark 

Case studies HC: Reform 2000 OC: School based apprenticeships 

VET as a political issue "Reform 2000" is the reform of the Danish VET 
system that came into force on 1 January 2001. 
As a case ‘Reform 2000 shows the process be-
hind the incremental changes made in the Dan-
ish VET system. Current amendments and ad-
justments are usually negotiated, passed and 
implemented as described. Reform 2000 illus-
trates how changes in the VET system are car-
ried out and it is therefore chosen as the Danish 
historical case. 
 

One of the major challenges in the VET system in 
the nineties was the lack of practical training places 
in business enterprises. Politically, the school-
based apprenticeship compensation arrangement 
was proposed as an intermediary solution.  
 
The Confederation of Danish Employers has never 
endorsed the solution as a permanent feature of 
the Danish VET system. The Danish Confederation 
of Trade Unions has a dual role. They are in favour 
of the school-based apprentice arrangement. The 
VET colleges have neither legal nor financial re-
sources to directly influence discussions and legis-
lation on apprenticeship, though school leaders 
have tried to influence public debate through the 
media. 
 
The progress of the school-based apprenticeship 
compensation arrangement is chosen as case as it 
reflects the leading ideological standpoints in Dan-
ish (education) policies. The historical founded 
‘dualism’ is embedded at all levels of the system 
from the national level to the specific institutional 
level.  

Subjects for change  The reform was foremost a pedagogical reform. 
A more diverse student population comprising 
low-end and high end student performers, in-

Danish VET is principally dual: apprenticeship 
combined with schools based courses. Introduction 
of school based practical learning has been seen 



creased drop out rates, because students were 
not prepared to make choices about a specific 
occupational pathway, as well as labour market 
changes leading to new types of qualification 
demands were driving forces behind the reform. 
System response – also in the early negotiation 
phases was- individualisation of learning path-
ways, but within a common structure . Instrumen-
tal to the Reform 2000 design was the introduc-
tion of: 
 
• the personal educational plan  
• the educational log book  
• the contact teacher 
• modularisation 
 
were the instruments introduced to support an 
environment where the individual student was set 
as the centre of a learning process. Within the 
Danish context the reform should be seen as 
radical. 

as revolutionary, because the company based 
training was undermined. Employers and liberal 
parties in politics have never seen school based 
practice as a permanent solution, so, over time 
when the political situation changed, the positions 
on this issue changed. Both financial and pedagog-
ical arguments played a role in the debate. The 
latest snapshot was that school based practice was 
reduced to 1200 positions a year, and that gov-
ernment took over the wages of school based ap-
prentices. 

Powerplay by change agents 
 

The negotiation and decision process which led 
to a new legislation illustrates how changes in the 
Danish VET system occurred. In this case we 
see that incremental changes in the VET system 
are based on formal tripartite discussions with 
the Ministry of Education, informal negotiations 
between the partners, and the work of ad-hoc 
taskforces. 
 
System actors see clear advantages because the 
model builds on consensus, and because of the 

The political struggle is between government 
(changing over time from left wing towards right 
wing) and social partners. Schools are nearly in-
volved in the debate (although they are eager to 
join!).  
 
Within the Danish “Poldermodel”, the debate itself 
is leading; no party dares to unplug the debate. 
One is always looking for a compromise.  



involvement of labour market actors a formal 
orientation and representation of labour market 
demands beyond those of the individual firm. 
 
The more pragmatic explanation is that the work 
process is very efficient because the close dia-
logue and bargaining often leads to a stronger 
consensus when it comes to implementation of a 
new measure. 
 
Therefore almost all bills regarding the VET sys-
tem introduced in the Parliament have been dis-
cussed and approved in advance in the tri-partite 
negotiations. 

Political and scientific instruments 
for change 

Reform 2000 is led by tripartite discussions be-
tween social partners and the government. 
Schools (teachers) felt left out the discussion. 
Pilots were used to implement new educational 
tools, but those teachers who were not involved 
felt the reform as top-down. 
 
Research is used to inform partners in the debate 
and to evaluate the course of the reform. Interna-
tional knowledge is used to design the reform. 
 
Relation between government and schools is 
regulated by remote control: output arrange-
ments are set. 

Intensive negotiations between social partners and 
government. In this case scientific information 
seems not to play a major role.  

Valuing change Through the tripartite approach of discussion on 
reform 2000, the acceptance of change was ne-
gotiated during the process. 

Discussion is still going on. An agreed solution is 
not reached yet. 



 

3.3 France 

Case studies HC: VAP (validation des aquis professionel) OC: VAE (validation de léxperience) 

VET as a political issue Initial vocational training (IVET) in France has traditionally been dominated by institution-based training 
programmes, notably the brevet d’études professionelle and certificate d’aptitude professionelle. These 
programmes have existed alongside a highly academic and prestigious education system, and a weak 
apprenticeship system. Educational traditions have historically placed a great deal of emphasis on fac-
tual knowledge and there has been a corresponding lack of respect for technical skills, in relative 
terms. VET, both institutional and work-based, has consequently suffered within this environment.  
 
The French ‘system’ illustrates the historical relationships with the state and the education system. Its 
essential weakness in the long term has been a labour market which has a hierarchical relationship 
with education and training. The outcome of this is that VET has traditionally not been afforded the 
prominence afforded in other countries. 

Subjects for change France has a well-developed system where the 
citizen’s right to claim credit for entry to, and credit 
within university programmes, on the basis of prior 
informal learning is underpinned by national legis-
lation. The latest legislation on social modernisa-
tion (Loi de Modernisation Sociale) in January 
2002 strengthened the previous VAP programme 
(Validation des Acquis Professionels) and trans-
formed it into a VAE process (Validation de 
l’Experience). Individuals now have the right to 
claim credit for a complete qualification on the 
basis of their prior experiential learning and are 
supported in this process through the practice of 
’accompagnement’ by professional, trainers and 
other actors. There are nationally, well-defined 
stages to the VAE application process, and if par-

The VAE has started a process that wasn’t nec-
essarily there with the VAP. In particular the VAE 
has permitted the gaining of a diplôme in its en-
tirety whereas the VAP dispensed units. The sys-
tem has also changed into a ‘more open’ structure 
with the VAE. The programme has also included a 
new public which wasn’t involved in the VAP. 
These individuals often have a high level of pro-
fessional experience but lack any recognised 
qualifications. For them the VAE represents social 
and professional recognition.  
 
The VAE also regards training not as an end in 
itself but as a way of constructing and maintaining 
individual qualifications. The VAE therefore offers 
the recognition and putting into practice of knowl-



tial credit is gained towards a diploma, the ‘valida-
tion’ jury provides recommendations on how the 
candidate can undertake the further learning in 
order to complete the award. 
 
Prior to the growth of apprenticeships and alter-
nance, the role of enterprises in IVET in France 
had been minimal. These days, the twin impact of 
state intervention through legislation and collec-
tive bargaining has placed considerable obliga-
tions for CVET upon enterprises. The principle of 
employers’ legal obligation to finance training has 
been imposed upon French companies more in-
tensively and for a longer period of time than 
elsewhere. Consequently the cost to enterprises 
for in-house training has come to around 2.2% of 
the wages bill, compared with 1.2% in Germany. 
 
The first element of the Validation des acquis pro-
fessionnels (VAP), introduced in 1985, was aimed 
at permitting both those already in employment 
and the unemployed to gain access to higher 
education training programmes. It was, therefore, 
focused on improving opportunities for partici-
pants, by providing the means of entering onto 
higher education courses that were previously not 
accessible to them.   

edge, its development and adaptation to a socio-
economic context – reflected by such changes as 
the mobility of workers and the promotion of life-
long learning.  
 
The low level of people in France attaining any 
sort of qualifications - 40% of the working-age 
population according to a 1995 OECD report - has 
been a particular focus for policy makers and a 
concern for successive governments. 

Powerplay by change agents  There were political forces that pushed the devel-
opment and introduction of the VAE, particularly 
within the ministries. A total of 20,000 VAP candi-
dates between 1995-2001 was considered too 
modest at a political level. In the aftermath of the 
introduction of the VAE there was a flood of 



around 8,000 candidates. This can be related to 
the promotion of the programme and a wide-
ranging  publicity campaign undertaken by the 
government and the secretariat for training pro-
fessionals with the campaign logo ‘La VAE, sou-
dain ma vie a acceleré’. There was a political will 
behind this campaign to aim it both at individuals 
and enterprises. 
 
In June 2002, the VAE law was enacted. The Min-
istry of Education was obliged to act instantly and 
introduced it without any transition period. Other 
ministries such as Employment and Agriculture 
were given more time to introduce the necessary 
administration and subjective changes. Initially 
there were territorial struggles between the vari-
ous ministries and departments. However no last-
ing problems were encountered during the crea-
tion and introduction of the VAE. The VAE was 
integrated into the Social Partners Accord of Sep-
tember 2003 and the new law regarding profes-
sional training of May 2004. It is related to the 
second stage of professional life too and the 
question of how can all this work experience built 
up over 20 years be ratified and accredited. 

Political and scientific instruments 
for change 

Scientific instruments are used to professionalise 
the procedures needed for VAP. In the case stu-
dies no policy evaluation studies have been met.  

Scientific instruments are used to professionalise 
the procedures needed for VAE. In the case stu-
dies no policy evaluation studies have been met. 

Valuing change There are 50,000 people annually obtaining diplomas through normal training and examination meth-
ods. In contrast the numbers obtaining diplomas through the VAE are increasing steadily – 2001, 6000 
candidates, 2002 – 8,000 candidates (both through VAP), 2003 – 15000 candidates and 2004 – 20,000 
candidates. It has had an impact on the world of work and ensured that employment itself is recognized 
as a driving force in terms of knowledge and skills development. Its part of a logical movement towards 



certification, is it through training or through validation of professional experience, at a national and EU 
level. It is considered as a contributor to social and national cohesion and towards a European process 
relating to informal and life long learning as well as professional development. 



3.4 Germany 

Case studies HC: Unification of East and West VET system OC: Regional networks for lifelong learning 

VET as a political issue To start with, the (West) German VET model, 
particularly the dual system is designed a largely 
market driven VET model. As a result, supply 
and demand of apprenticeship training (slots) as 
well as continuing VET is a direct outcome of the 
economic rationality (and decision making) of the 
economic actors. The role of the state(s) in this 
model by and large is a regulatory one, setting a 
framework of rules and regulative acts within 
which VET is operated, while training investment 
and human resource planning is left up to the 
private sector. The advantage of the model might 
be seen in its flexibility and adaptiveness towards 
technological, product and process innovation. 
However on the other side of the coin the VET 
system tends to come under pressure during 
periods of economic down cycles, when training 
markets become narrowed and the economic 
actors stop investments in training. Usually these 
are the times when VET becomes a political is-
sue, and as a subject of change becomes rele-
vant in public debate. 
 
Secondly, the political relevance of VET shows in 
the ongoing debate about “Bildungsreform” (re-
form of the overall education system), which re-
flects the fact that historically responsibilities for 
education and training in Germany are divided 
among federal government and federal states. 

The regional networks for lifelong learning are part 
of a multifaceted national reform project, targeting 
at the implementation of lifelong learning on a na-
tional scale. It is in line with the “Strategy for Life-
long Learning in the Federal Republic of Germany”, 
that had been developed by the Federal Govern-
ment and the federal states (Länder) and was 
adopted by the Federal and Länder Commission 
for Educational Planning and Research Funding on 
5 July 2004. A major departure to launch the pro-
gramme Learning Regions - Providing Support for 
Networks was the decision of the German Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) in 
2001, which since the mid nineties has a leading 
role in the implementation of lifelong learning poli-
cies. 
 
The programme format during the past years in-
creasingly has been seen a appropriate means to 
allow for experiments with new institutional ar-
rangements in the context of an open learning 
process, but below a regulatory level. This is re-
flected in the concept of an “higher order” learning 
process, which educational policies could capitalize 
on without legally binding. Thus, policy learning 
from the beginning is given a prominent status, 
besides the structural effects envisaged.  
 
The German LRs program might be seen the most 



Thus, general school, vocational school and 
higher education is in hands of the 16 federal 
states, while the federal government oversees 
vocational training. This structure puts specific 
tensions to the system, which was subject to 
several reform projects of the past and gained 
particular interest with regard to the introduction 
of lifelong policies. 
 
After the reunion of Eastern and Western Ger-
many in 1989, the two VET systems had to be 
merged into one unified system. Most signifi-
cantly the BIBB was taking over personnel from 
the GDR‘s Zentralinstitut für Berufsbildung in 
1990. Thus, even before the political unification, 
the reconstruction of vocational training in East-
ern Germany was dominated by efforts to repro-
duce the actors and institutions found in West 
Germany. After the unification, this process en-
tailed establishing a new legal foundation for 
training, transferring formal competencies, and 
creating actors capable of exercising oversight.  
 
This case is about radical change on systems 
level, and it describes the transformative process 
of replacing a VET model as a whole, including a 
global change of routines. 

ambitious national initiative in this area. In close 
co-operation with the Länder and co-financed by 
the European Social Fund, the aim of the pro-
gramme was to help facilitate structural progress in 
Lifelong Learning. Unlike its predecessors, this 
German network from the beginning emphasised 
the LR as explicitly related to structural improve-
ment of the education and training system. The 
networks chosen for attention in Germany each 
focussed on the needs of the "customers" and the 
personal circumstances of learners. In order to 
perform this function they need to be able to de-
velop local co-operation between all the players 
across educational sectors and training providers. 
 
The specific political notion of the initiative resulted 
from the fact that it was conducted a joint initiative 
between federal government and federal states, 
including specific operational modes (and exit op-
tions), which ensured the participation and voice of 
political actors and stakeholders. 

Subjects for change The change of the VET system is originated from 
global developments, the breakdown of East Eu-
ropean economies and the political process of re-
unification of the two German states. Rather than 
a case of VET policies, the change of the VET 
system from the beginning was understood an 

Overall aim of the “Learning regions” programme is 
the structural improvement of the educational sys-
tem with a view to implementing a national strategy 
of lifelong learning. As such it is part of a global 
strategy besides a series of related initiatives, all of 
them targeting at the implementation of lifelong 



“undisputable” element of the overall transforma-
tive process towards political unification and the 
restructuring of the East German economy. In a 
strong political notion the transfer of the West 
German VET system to the Eastern parts of the 
country in the inside and outside view was per-
ceived an act of solidarity among old and new 
states and regions. Thus, in the public debate of 
these times the question was not about the ne-
cessity of change or historical alternatives, but 
rather if there is anything to be learned from the 
former GDR VET system. However this (mainly 
academic) dispute from the beginning suffered 
from its polarity to official politics and public opi-
nion, and thus remained widely unheard.  
 
The historical case is about the transition of 
steering mechanisms for VET during the first 
decade after the German unification. In the GDR 
steering was done top-down, in a non-
corporatistic environment. In the new, adopted 
system sectoral bodies, trade unions and espe-
cially chambers of commerce were put in power 
over the new VET system. However the empty 
institutional landscape, detoriation of the econo-
my in the “Neue Länder” (East German states), 
and parallel slowing down of economic growth in 
West Germany put significant constraints to a 
one by one transfer of the West German VET 
model. Thus, the first decade after unification 
developed a phase of experimentation with re-
gard to capacity and institution building.  
 
First of all it became obvious that the success of 

learning policies on a broad scale. The actors of 
the LR programme however shall have the particu-
lar role of regional key players in the promotion of 
lifelong learning.  
 
The agenda of change can be classified radical in 
terms of aims and objectives. It is putting regional 
actors in a position to taking over responsibility for 
the formulation of lifelong learning policies in a re-
gional context, and building for- and backward lin-
kages among different educational sectors and 
policy areas.  
 
However the findings from national evaluation 
make evident that the LR programme in contrary to 
the official agenda far more is driven by the needs 
of adult education and C-VET, while the involve-
ment of core sectors of the VET system, such as 
apprenticeship training in firms, vocational schools 
and higher education institutions so far remained 
an arbitrary factor. As a matter of fact it’s C-VET, 
which has gained particular attention in the LR 
programme, and the bulk of LR projects finally 
turned out to be initiatives towards increasing 
transparency and efficiency of C-VET markets. 
Complementary adult education agencies due to 
their high profile on local level from the beginning 
played a central role in the management of region-
al networks.  
 
After the first two periods of the programme signifi-
cant weaknesses of the programme became visi-
ble, such as missing commitment from the econo-
my, social partners and state institutions. In parallel 



the new VET model would be intrensicably bound 
up with civil society, and the availability of inter-
mediate actors. Secondly, the East German ac-
tors due to missing industrial structures had to 
develop practical alternatives for enterprise-
based VET, including off-the job training places, 
school-based training or at least state subsidized 
training places – which would necessarily breach 
the core principle of the apprenticeship training 
system, the responsibility of the economy for 
financing and conducting VET. 

key stakeholders began to question the perfor-
mance and effectivity of LRs, particulary when it’s 
about their functioning outside funding schemes 
but also in the light of a downturning economy. As 
a consequence the LRs creepingly lost ground and 
through the following programm periods were nar-
rowed down to a series of niche projects, without a 
broader political perspective. 
 
A major factor for the decline of the LRs might be 
outlined the fact that the LRs were designed a ex-
perimental field for new institutional arrangements 
in lifelong learning. However this “strength” in the 
later stages of the programme turned into a serious 
constraint. The LRs were developed within the con-
text of a top down policy approach (with a set of 
pre-defined objectives, fixed parameters for colla-
borative learning and huge financial incentives), 
but failed to function outside this context. 

Powerplay by change agents Regarding the first group of actors, it´s particular-
ly the chambers with their broadly defined train-
ing networks, acting as political key stakeholders. 
There also have been chambers of industry and 
commerce as well as trade corporations in the 
former GDR, but with strongly cut competences.  
 
During the first years of transition most of them – 
with the help of West German chambers - could 
take advantage of location and step by step be-
came key players in regional VET systems. Not 
surprisingly, their role in the VET system showed 
completely different, with a considerably stronger 
position than in Western Germany. They were 

The LR initiative includes state and non-state ac-
tors, particularly state and federal administration, 
adult education as well as multifacet players from 
the VET field. By and large it is dominated by adult 
education actors on operational level, which also 
determines interaction patterns on local level, top 
down communication regarding the fulfillment of 
roles and tasks, balance of power among state and 
federal institutional players. Civil servants had a 
key role in the conceptual phase and during the 
formulation of the programme. 
 
Basically the LR can be seen a political-practical 
alternative to approach lifelong learning by bringing 



not only responsible for the supervision, accredi-
tation and certification of VET training (according 
to the law of vocational education), moreover 
chambers - on the background of weak employ-
ers' federations in the new states – literally de-
fined themselves as the real actors representing 
the interests and being spokesman of the econ-
omy.  
 
At the same time they operated vocational train-
ing rings, enabling them to offering both, appren-
ticeship training through the network of member 
companies, and publicly promoted private or 
business related training programs. 

together multilevel players of the federalist system 
on the intermediate level of the region. Neverthe-
less the LR is implemented through a typical top 
down approach.  
 
Thus, although the key actors on different policy 
levels were voiced, the LR programme in terms of 
power relations was unbalanced from the start. As 
the programme moved on the question of power 
increasingly became a crucial factor, determining 
the commitment of political actors. 

Political and scientific instruments 
for change 

Legislation is the most obvious policy instrument: 
the old, DDR, institutional setup, has been wiped 
out and replaced with a new institutional set up, 
partly copied from western Germany, but in fact 
also newly invented. Along legislation, financial 
support from the federal level was an important 
instrument to facilitate the new chambers of 
commerce to exercise their new power on VET. 

The programme format during the past years in-
creasingly has been seen a appropriate means to 
allow for experiments with new institutional ar-
rangements in the context of an open learning 
process, but below a regulatory level. This is re-
flected in the concept of an “higher order” learning 
process, which educational policies could capitalize 
on without legally binding. Thus, policy learning 
from the beginning is given a prominent status, 
besides the structural effects envisaged.  
 
Scientific evaluation of policy programmes has 
become a common standard; however the findings 
gained from investigation rarely find their way to 
public debate. Evaluation results are capitalized on 
administrative level only (due to aggregated know-
ledge no field of use for VET actors). 

Valuing change Due to persisting problems in apprenticeship 
training, the hazardly experiments with new insti-

The LRs have significantly contributed to the build-
ing of capacities for lifelong learning in a regional 



tutional set ups in the east, delivered interesting 
learning experiences, on which the renewal of 
the dual system could be built. Off-the-job train-
ing facilities are adopted too in the western dual 
system. 

context. However with the end of funding periods, 
many LRs have stopped working, reduced their 
activities to a few core services, such as educa-
tional counseling or transferred LR know-how to 
other programme contexts. 

 
 
 



 
 

3.5 Romania 

Case studies HC: promoting social partnership in VET OC: Social partners input to regional planning in VET 

VET as a political issue In the early 90s, social partners agenda aiming at in-
creasing the quality and relevance of initial VET offer 
was affected by several challenges, among which: 
 
• A general perception of IVET as a second hand 

type of education (before1989 being attended in 
most of the cases by those failing to high school 
exam or by children coming from disadvantaged 
backgrounds) 

 
• Limited autonomy and initiative of VET schools, due 

to a heavily centralised education and training sys-
tem for a long period of time (1945- 1989) 

 
• Massive restructuring of the economy after 1989, 

with many companies closing or changing radically 
the products or services 

 
• Lack of strategy in the early ’90 on the (re) linking of 

education and training offer with the world of work 
 
• Low degree of acknowledgement on the importance 

of social partnership in the case of both national and 
county main stakeholders/decision-making bodies in 
VET. 

 
Problems related to social partnership institutional de-

By mid 90s, a systemic change occurred in initial 
VET system by the means of European Union assis-
tance (Phare projects). The reform initiated then was 
radical, aiming and supporting Romania redesigning 
its VET system and also developing an active social 
partnership at all levels. 
 
The reform of VET was taking place in a period when 
the institutional context has been changed dramati-
cally. From the policy perspective, it is important to 
highlight that in 1995 Romania passed a new Law of 
Education, formalizing all the changes occurring 
since 1989 and ensuring the basis of future reforms. 
Despite many amendments, this Law is still used in 
the present. 
 
The legal framework assigns new roles of partners 
and regional flexible programming, key points for the 
modernisation of initial VET. However, since the be-
ginning there were not taken into account the impor-
tant challenges to implementation of this new per-
spective, problems soon to appear: resistance to 
change of schools, weak incentives for active partici-
pation to regional and local social dialogue struc-
tures, lack of sufficient competences of the actors to 
engage and deliberate in VET related policies, lack of 
accurate and updated relevant data (labour market 



velopment were added to all these systemic challenges. 
Lack of resources (human, financial), lack of interest of 
most of the employers’ associations and trade unions for 
education and training issues. As a result, the agenda of 
cooperation remained very  limited and with a lack of a 
real regional (county) or local interaction. 

intelligence) etc. However, strengthening social part-
nership on national and local level has been seen as 
one of the main measure/tool to reform VET system 
in Romania. 

Subjects for change The new political context in 1989 had large impact on 
the Romanian society. Social institutions had to be built 
from the ground, in most of the cases as a recommen-
dation or even condition to receive external assistance. 
This is of particular relevance in the case of education 
and training field, where a World Bank project (for pre-
university education system) and Phare Project RO 9405 
(for initial VET) became the main driving forces for radi-
cally change (structure, offer/curriculum, human re-
sources, administration). Unfortunately, this field was 
ahead with the reforms in comparison with other sectors, 
with a negative impact on the efficiency and effective-
ness of the changes.  
 
Decentralization, the transfer of some of the roles to lo-
cal/regional actors, was a key condition for the success 
of the VET reform. However, the state was late in em-
barking on this road, preferring to use a de-concentration 
approach (passing some responsibilities from the central 
government to its county structures – inspectoratele şco-
lare judeţene) that was offering little incentives to social 
partnership. 
 
However, the formal decision to invest in the social part-
nership VET meant a radical change: all parties (gov-
ernment, social partners and schools) had to develop 
new action patterns in order to be able to negotiate and 

By the large reform program Phare RO 9405 the 
Romanian VET system was strongly oriented to im-
plement social partnerships, to involve social part-
ners in all main areas of decision, such as: establish-
ing the VET schools network, development of VET 
offer (curriculum), assessment of VET graduates, 
creation of opportunities for practical training of VET 
students etc. 
 
Regional programming process (linking the initial 
VET offer to regional development plans/priorities) 
was at the core of social partnership domains of co-
operation. Again, the VET field was ahead of the de-
velopments in other sectors since the main authori-
ties leading the regional planning process (ADR -  
Regional Development Agencies) had little or no ex-
perience in this area. Gradually, with the help of 
Twinning Programs, all 8 Regional Agencies ma-
naged to elaborate regional development plans, and 
by so offering a reference for initial VET in adapting 
its offer to the regional labor market existing and fu-
ture realities. However, the momentum was lost, the 
four-five years gap between the official promotion of 
the social partnership in VET and the conditions to be 
met in reality already leading to a decrease of inter-
est and even trust in the usefulness of cooperation in 
this area. 



discuss all relevant aspects of VET. The roots of a new 
framework for cooperation appeared, mainly due to ex-
ternal assistance. International funds played a steering 
role in the change process.  
Therefore, the main promoters of change have to be 
sought at national level b within the strong input of inter-
national organizations (as EU, World Bank and OECD). 
 
By the large reform program Phare RO 9405 the Roma-
nian VET system was strongly oriented to implement 
social partnerships, to involve social partners in all main 
areas of decision (establishing the VET network, VET 
offer, evaluation of VET students. Therefore, the main 
promoters of change have to be sought at national level 
b within the strong input of international organizations 
(as EU, World Bank and OECD). 

 
The labor market medium-long term forecasts re-
mained underdeveloped and economic priorities at 
national/regional level changed substantially with the 
occasion of each change in the political regime 
(1992, 1996, 2000 and 2004).  
 
The major goal of change in this area (increasing the 
input of social partners in the adaptation of the initial 
VET offer to regional development priorities) was 
also put on threat by the lack of effectiveness of other 
driving forces such as: lack of progress in converging 
the training standards and the occupational stan-
dards (and a erratic and discontinuous development 
process of a  national qualification framework), con-
stant capture of the social dialogue agenda of other 
issues, insufficient linkage of the social dialogue 
practices at micro and macro level etc. 
 
As a consequence, the level of change was put on 
threat, both horizontally (with only some regions im-
plemented the change) and vertically (with an under-
representation of regional dialogue structures in 
comparison with the national ones). Intended as radi-
cal, the transformations were rather incremental and 
discontinuous. 
 
Scarce date of the progress made/areas of interven-
tion for fine-tuning the policy due to a weak monitor-
ing and evaluation activity until end of 90. However a 
comprehensive feasibility study on the continuation of 
initial VET reform indicated the main challenges for 
the policy and priorities of intervention in the near 
future. 



Powerplay by change 
agents 

The most important challenge of the policy is that it call 
into action a practice that was heavily affected by the 
communist experience. The decrease of social capital 
caused by the capture of the public sphere by the com-
munist party was reflected in a weak social partnership 
structures. Therefore, in 1989 social dialogue was more 
initiated by government than by social partners them-
selves. The agenda for dialogue tended to be driven by 
government, in most of the cases with a legitimization 
objective.  
 
Even if the practice was that the input of social partners 
and colleges to be limited to providing an opinion on pol-
icy proposals elaborated by the government, there were 
some areas where the dialogue was more effective, in-
cluding the education and training. This was explained 
by the quality of the social partners input but also by the 
informal relations.  
 
 

Already by end of 90s a sort of blueprint model of 
partnership was piloted through some pilot schools, 
including the regional planning dimension.  
 
The model was implemented top-down to the region-
al and local level. All stages of the change process 
entailed state actors (Ministry, National Agency for 
VET Development, County School Inspectorates) as 
main actors for change. Already in this piloting it was 
clear that the role played by the social partners was 
not the one expected. There were many cases when 
the social partners were informed but fewer cases 
when it was a real consultation process. The opinions 
of the social partners indicated a uni-directional, top-
down paternalistic approach. Moreover, within gov-
ernment, politics was leading the policy. Despite the 
fact civil servants have soma informal power by in-
creased stability, top positions in the civil service con-
tinue to be politically biased, depending on the politi-
cal color of the government. Educational actors con-
tinued to play the executive traditional role, with little 
room for initiatives and innovation.  
 
An important gap between discourse and real prac-
tice was underlined by the participants to the social 
dialogue structures. 
 
The pilot has little relevance for the regional planning 
area of intervention due to the fact that the regional 
plans were on the point of elaboration of that time.  

Political and scientific in-
struments for change 

As in the case of the other public policies, the reform of 
initial VET system was promoted through various 
means. By using a program/project approach, the 

Due to the complexity of the policy, in 1995 was de-
cided to start the implementation of the VET reform in 
a limited number of schools. All the dimensions of the 



changing mechanisms gained internal coherence and 
increased the possibilities for an effective management. 
However, the legislation (main tool for policy implemen-
tation in Romania) had a limited use. Also the general 
legal framework for promotion of social partners’ in-
volvement in public policy-making was under-developed 
since late 90s. At the same time, some legal require-
ments were not followed due to weak monitor-
ing/enforcement mechanisms. 
 
Despite that, the implementation was done by a strong 
steering mechanism since, in essence, the system con-
tinues to be strongly centralized. Due to that, it was 
possible to meet the expectations of the external stake-
holders.  
 
Training of the actors at national and regional level was 
insufficiently used compared to the needs of the actors 
involved. Study tours towards western Europe were 
used and a range of trainings were organised but only 
for a small share of VET schools principals or teachers. 
 
Evaluation was a weak point of the policy implementa-
tion. There was some incidental public evaluation from 
outside the projects (journalists, media, international 
evaluations). However the evaluation of the Phare 
project was externally oriented (in order to account for 
the spending of the EU money). 

reform were tackled within the group of these pilot 
schools who, however, account for a minor propor-
tion in comparison with the whole VET schools net-
work. 
 
However the approach also had positive aspects: 
 

- It matched the existing resources that were al-
located for the policy development 

 
- Allowed a more individualized implementation 

strategy while covering all the geographical 
and typology of VET schools (size, ru-
ral/urban, school teacher experiences, links 
with companies etc.) 

 
- Allowed a selection of schools already acting 

as changing forces, with a good relationship 
with social partners. 

 
In 1999 there is already an external evaluation and in 
2000 a feasibility study is produced to prepare the 
development of the program from the pilot school to 
the entire VET system.  
 
Soon it was obvious that despite an increased finan-
cial support, the resources were far from sufficient to 
offer the new schools the same development sup-
port. The transformations were slower and of a lower 
scale in most of the new VET schools.  
 
This had a negative impact also on the collaboration 
with social partners and on their input in VET net-
work/offer planning. There were huge differences 



within the same region of the level of social dialogue 
and involvement of social partners. The sectoral ap-
proach development continued also to be weak, as 
sectoral committees process of establishment started 
in 2003-2004, a few years after the extension of VET 
reforms. 
 
As a consequence, the level of collaboration of social 
partners with education and training actors was very 
diverse, ranging from strong and systematic dialogue 
to cases of weak, informal, ad-hoc forms of consulta-
tion. 
 
However, after the sectoral committees were estab-
lished and some national representative employ-
ers/trade unions were more interested in being in-
volved in education and training issues, the examples 
of effective dialogue increased. The quality of nation-
al and regional development plans however was not 
sufficiently high to offer a sound foundation for a full 
rationalisation of the VET network/offer.  This is a 
good example why most of the actors involved consi-
dered that there was a high lack of scientific know-
ledge used during the changing process and in as-
sessing the outcomes.  
 
High disbalances continued therefore to be present, 
with the services sector heavily under-represented in 
the VET schools offer, despite the development of 
this sector at economy level. By contrary, the agricul-
tural studies continued to be offered by most of the 
rural VET schools, despite the government concern 
of diversifying the economic activities here. 



Valuing change Because of the restructuring and privatization process, 
issues related to competitiveness were first on the agen-
da, together with the concerns for economic instability 
and uncertainty in labor market requirements. However 
in the early stages of VET reform it became clear that a 
genuine change cannot be achieved if the policy does 
not succeed in creating an ownership feeling amongst 
social partners. However most of the actors surveyed 
considered that this was not reached yet (2005).  
 
The general public is not expressing a strong opposition 
to this situation, more than 50% of the respondents to a 
national poll considering that state institutions should 
increase their decision-making power. 

The same applies to the planning issue analysed. 
Social partners are expressing often their positive 
opinions about the level of information and consulta-
tion with initial VET system stakeholders. However, 
most of the surveyed actors continue to consider that 
in the process of planning the VET network/offer 
there is a formalism and lack of genuine co-decision. 
In many cases, county decision making authorities 
are using the existing centralized decision-making 
system as an excuse for their un-transparent and un-
shared planning. 
 
This negative opinion is even more strong among the 
civic partners (parents associations, professional 
associations, other NGOs), necessary actors in a 
tripartite plus model of social dialogue. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3.6 Greece 

Case studies HC: The establishment of comprehensive 
schools (EPL), including VET and general educa-
tion (GE) pathways 

OC: Establishing an institution to enhance quality 
of teacher training 

VET as a political issue The political doctrine was shaping educational 
equality and equal chances in work for all. 
Greece has one party governmental system. 
Education plays a very important role in Greece’s 
public debates. Policy is strongly depending on 
the political colour of government: changing col-
our (or even change of minister of the party on 
power) means changing policy, in order to re-
move the work of predecessors and respond to 
the (often hard arguing) public opinion.  
 
The start of comprehensive schools is good; fol-
low up is insufficient due to reduced political sup-
port. No institutionalisation of the EPL reform. 
Created in 1984; abolished in 2000 with deci-
sions of the same party.  
 
VET was never highly accepted in Greece, not 
very important for the economy in this country; is 
for the failures of the educational system. In gen-
eral only ¼ of the pupils study in VET institutions. 

Instigated by the EU, OEPEK (an organization be-
ing solely responsible for teacher further training) 
has been established. EU initiated the establish-
ment of that institution, because the former system 
(for some years partly financed by EU funds) of 
teacher training was evaluated as less effective 
and also being costly. 
 
OEPEK was located top-down: above the teacher 
further training colleges. In fact little supported by 
the teacher training colleges, which were used in 
former periods in broad independency. The gov-
ernment: colleges are strongly connected to the 
ministry (teachers are employed by the ministry). 
Little support for the new institute also from other 
state agencies who were main players in teacher 
training until the establishment of OEPEK, although 
further training is a strong goal of the teacher un-
ions. 
 
Greek culture does not support quality evaluation 
and control: this has reminiscences to the colonels’ 
regime. Resistance to evaluation and control is still 
deeply rooted in Greek society. 

Subjects for change 
 

Trial to combine VET and general ED. Success-
ful trial to guide pupils to VET pathways. 

Introduction of a unique organization for life long 
learning of teachers, was a radical change. Strong 



The change is about the accessibility of educa-
tional supply; also change of pedagogy and cur-
riculum.  
 
EPL grounded on social-democratic reform 
ideas: both social and economic benefits should 
be facilitated for all. Also labour market require-
ments to be solved. From the very beginning 
strongly supported by the parents/ pupils.  
 
It has been seen as a radical change: establish-
ment of new conceptions’ institute and new rou-
tines for teachers. Strong cooperation of GE and 
VET teachers/ trainers. 
 
Traditional thinking organizations opposed this 
school due to radical change of conceptions 
(what a school should be – they strongly op-
posed the idea of educating together VET and 
GE pupils). 

organizations dealing previously with that subject 
tried to block out OEPEK’s activities. After the elec-
tions of 2004 they were able to minimize OEPEK’s 
role.  Recently OEPEK has fallen into inertia. Prob-
lem is that routines of colleges are not changing 
and role of other institutions remains preponderant 
in the political scene. 
 
It can be characterized as non-change, due to li-
mited operationalization: Although some politicians 
will call it a radical change, because of the estab-
lishment of this institution (forgetting that it is fallen 
in inertia). When change is enforced from outside, 
Greeks change the outer face of the system; inter-
nally the old routines go on. This has to do with the 
political traditions (see HC): changes are intro-
duced every time the government changes: that is 
disastrous for educational development. 

Power play by change agents Started as an ideological change (from a social- 
democratic government that followed 40 years of 
conservative governments); supported by a sta-
ble position of the minister at that time. Later on 
this support decreased, by new ministers of the 
same party or/ and new colors in government. 
Ending EPL was a silent power play: the person-
al ambition of politicians lays a great role in 
Greek politics.  

Politics are leading: education is dependent on 
government (single chain of command). At the one 
hand, government established OEPEK, at the other 
hand it deprived. Enough finances (solely EU 
funds). Not enough personnel; proposals to start 
with the realization of operational planning have 
never been responded by ministry after the go-
vernmental change.  

Political and scientific instruments 
for change policy 
 

A scientific group supported the introduction on a 
new way: no blueprint policy but interactive de-
sign with regions (educational players, but also 
debates with people; parents and students’ in-

OEPEK established by law, after consultations with 
EU. No funds derived from national government for 
the two first years of its action; only EU funds for 
this first period. The initial plan failed. OEPEK was 



volvement). In first instance this group had ex-
tensive power; later on the support vanished. 
 
This leaded to an increase in schools. The selec-
tion of school heads was an important policy tool: 
strong innovators from technical professions. 
Also extensive training for teachers has been 
delivered. Later on staff development diminished, 
resulting on lower support of teaching staff. 

very much supported by teacher/ trainer organiza-
tions, but opposed from strong public bodies that 
were sure that this new institution would cut back 
their importance in the context of the Ministry of 
Education. 

Valuing change The EPL does not exist anymore; educational 
reform is strongly depending on actual color of 
government; this is not a solid ground for educa-
tional reform. 

Institutions functioning within state environment 
can hardly do their job autonomously. Politics are 
non-cooperative.  

 
 



 

3.7 Spain 

Case studies HC:  social dialogue in Spain OC: the social guarantee programmes (SGP) 

VET as a political issue It can be said that development of social dialogue 
around VET was the most relevant political issue 
that the historical case shows up. Social partners, 
both trade unions and employer organisations) are 
mentioned in the constitution of 1978, which 
marked the revolution towards democracy after 
Franco. The period between 1978 and 1986 was 
characterised by a series of bi- and tripartite 
agreements to improve the socio-economic infra-
structure, together with the democratic system. 
The development of VET has assumed a major 
importance.  
 
Before, VET has not been recognised as an inte-
gral part of education. Only recently VET is valued 
as an efficient part of the system. Now, VET is 
seen as strategic for the labour market. 

The social guarantee programmes (SGP) comes 
up from the ongoing study case as one of the most 
relevant political achievements These programmes 
were launched as a result from a generic educa-
tional law (LOGSE) approved in 1990 in frame of 
which VET was integrated as educational susbsys-
tem. This law considers VET as a vitally decisive 
tool, to attend the needs of professional qualifica-
tions of the employed and also to achieve the inte-
gration process of Spain into the EEC. 
 
This law was also directed to improve the educa-
tional chances of the underprivileged, by raising 
school leaving age to 16, by introduction of com-
prehensive schools and by ample attention for re-
ducing dropout. Within this framework, SGP were 
born in order to give early school leavers a second 
chance. SGP were destined for youngster between 
16 and 21 (in some regions up to 25), who do not 
possess a diploma of VET. SGP consist of school 
based training combined with practical placements 
in enterprises, sometimes combined with a job con-
tract. 

Subjects for change The change is about social cohesion and synergy 
between stakeholders of VET. Behind that, the 
change is about accessibility and parity of es-
teem. In 1985 a general council for VET is estab-

The introduction of a new type of VET for low 
skilled youth in the form of work based training. 
This was not present at that level in the Spanish 
system. It was a change on system level, in order 



lished, including unions and employers. The third 
national plan for Vet (1998-2002) is born thanks 
to this social dialogue. Underlying is a very deep 
change of culture in the relation between em-
ployers and employees and their organizations: 
from e perspective of confrontation towards a 
perspective of cooperation. 
 
Democratic changes and the crisis in the ‘80s 
made together clear that Spain needed astrong 
employment policies. 
 
The introduction of social dialogue can be seen 
as a radical change: new institutions and routines 
are created in rather short time, and turned out to 
be effective. Now, social dialogue is a sine-qua-
non in Spanish VET policy. 

to fill a lack in the design of the educational sys-
tem. 
  
New employer behavior was expected: not only 
hiring cheap youngsters but also investing in their 
training. Employers happen to be eager to coope-
rate in this system. 
 
Driving forces are a combination of ideological ar-
guments from the socialists’ party and the require-
ments of a changing labour market. Also social 
inclusion was an important argument. 
 
The change can be assessed as rather radical: 
within 15 years a new education subsystem is in-
troduced and developed. The combination of work 
and schooling is appreciated both by employers 
and youngsters. 

Powerplay by change agents The agreements on VET are one of the rare 
areas in politics where rationality has taken pre-
cedence over power. On VET economic interests 
converge and it was possible to cooperate. , This 
was also the case in the regions. After the state 
control in Franco’s time, the turn towards democ-
racy has been embraced by social partners as a 
chance to develop VET. The national govern-
ment took the lead in this change for problem 
stating. Civil servants took over the lead for im-
plementation. The regions and the regional gov-
ernments are responsible for effective Vet poli-
cies. 

The new system is imposed partly by politics: left 
wing government had made an issue of this 
change. Regional governments filled in, as they are 
responsible for education. SGP is strongly decen-
tralized: the municipalities got the final power on 
the design of the new trajectories. Two models 
emerged: training/employment and professional 
initiation. The latter one is leading to a reincorpora-
tion into education, the first one leads to incorpora-
tion into the labor market.  
 
The motives behind the change are especially so-
cial and political. Social partners were not directly 
involved in the development of the new system. 
Without cooperation of the employers the SGP 



would never had reached such a success. 

Political and scientific instruments 
for change 

The main instruments used to create social di-
alogue were social agreements. Behind these 
agreements, legal arrangements have passed 
the government and national and regional author-
ities take financial obligations. 
 
In fact, the perspective was clear, and everyone 
agreed on that. The way to reach that goal, has 
been found along way. Learning has been orga-
nized around the effectiveness of the Vet system 
(see ongoing case next door), but not on the is-
sue of social dialogue: that was taken for 
granted. 

In the planning phase of the development some 
regulations were made, but mainly related to the 
unemployment rate and the number of enterprises 
that may need people from SGP. During implemen-
tation phase funding has been the most important 
instrument; promoters had to apply for funding un-
der competition rules. Later on funding has been 
used as an instrument for accountability. 
 
There was no learning strategy used. The em-
ployment situation in the early ‘90s was used as an 
argument to start the process. During the process 
some research was used, but not sophisticatedly. 

Valuing change The participation of social partners in the debate 
and design of VET in Spain was no point of dis-
cussion anymore: it was seen as daily routine, 
that VET policy is developed through dialogue. 
This implied a high acceptance by all stakehold-
ers of this institutional arrangement. 

In general the SGP are embraced by all stakehold-
ers. Although some critics are uttered too: espe-
cially the lack of certification after SGP is not moti-
vating for the students. 



3.8 Wales 

Case studies HC: FE colleges before devolution OC: ELWA: administrating FE in Wales 

VET as a political issue The historical case study looks at the way that the 
VET schools, specifically the Further Education 
colleges, have been governed, administered and 
funded in Wales since their inception up to, and 
including, the effects of devolution in 1999. This 
case has been selected for two different reasons. 
Firstly, successive primary legislation that has 
shaped the further education (and, therefore, the 
VET) system has invariably focused on these 
structural issues rather than on the aims, the 
outcomes, the curriculum, the teaching methods 
or anything specifically related to pedagogy. Sec-
ondly, all of the latter issues are comparatively 
well documented and therefore this study aims to 
provide a clear background and context as to why 
these structural aspects are also an essential 
aspect of VET development in Wales. 

The on-going case study looks at the Further Edu-
cation system in Wales since devolution, in particu-
lar at the establishment and subsequent demise of 
Education Learning Wales (ELWa), the umbrella 
body responsible for the strategic planning, ad-
ministration and funding of all Post-16 education in 
Wales. The reasons for selecting this subject as a 
case study is in part because it follows on naturally 
and sequentially from the historical case study and 
partly because VET has increasingly emerged as 
both an important aspect developing and sustain-
ing Wales and the VET as power lever in the politi-
cal debate and devolution as closing event. 

Subjects for change The move to decentralisation in the UK was dri-
ven, in part, by a perceived need for changes in 
the relationship between VET institutions and 
industry. Therefore, it was insufficient to simply 
improve the links between industry and VET insti-
tutions; the real imperative was to develop col-
leges that were responsive to industry.  
 
At the same time as the growing regionalisation 
of economies in Europe was laying greater em-
phasis on the need for institutions to be respon-

In July 2004 the Welsh Assembly Government an-
nounced that it would be absorbing the independ-
ent further education funding body, Education and 
Learning Wales (ELWa), into the Education, Life-
long learning and Skills division of the Welsh As-
sembly. During its short history, ELWa attracted 
criticism for a series of failures in financial man-
agement, poor risk management  and organisa-
tional restructuring. As ELWa released its final 
business plan, this case study examines the rise 
and fall of this much-maligned public organisation. 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accountancy�
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Powerplay by change agents sive to local and regional economic demand, 
there was further pressure on institutions to im-
prove efficiency and effectiveness and to adopt 
the competitiveness and culture of a free (educa-
tion) market economy. Colleges had both to meet 
the needs of industry in terms of providing initial 
training and, increasingly, the growing field of 
continuing vocational training but also a new re-
sponsibility for retraining the unemployed and for 
those at risk.  This has taken place at a time of 
economic stringency in public expenditure lead-
ing to cut backs in the level of per capita spend-
ing on further education.  
 
“Education and training are no longer an entitle-
ment but an individual responsibility” (Deutsche 
Bank, 1998). If this is accepted, then the inevita-
ble logic is that institutions must raise funding 
from private sources be it individual or corporate 
clients. In such a situation, the model of a `natio-
nalised’, locally delivered and democratically con-
trolled vocational education and training model 
was considered inappropriate.  
 
The reform in the UK took place against a back-
ground of government policy based on the follow-
ing premises: 
 
• That education and training should be sub-

ject to both internal and external markets; 
 
• That public sector finance, like private sector 

finance, should be based on responsiveness 

ELWa inherited four main funding systems, each 
designed to fund learning through different types of 
providers: FE Institutions; private training providers 
of work based learning; school sixth forms and 
Local Authority Adult Continuing Education. The 
four main funding systems were designed in part to 
sustain providers and sought to fund good quality 
learning provision. By contrast, the National Coun-
cil’s strategic imperatives were geared towards 
participation and achievement by learners and 
achievement of successful learning outcomes.  
 
The fact that there was no coherent picture of post-
16 learning needs across Wales. Planning had 
been conducted on a short-term basis, with little 
account taken of likely learning needs over the 
longer-term and how best to address them.  Inte-
grated planning and funding arrangements on a 3 
year cycle were supposed to enable the National 
Council to meet identified needs and priorities in an 
efficient and effective manner and to engage in 
longer-term strategic planning of learning.  ELWa’s 
planning would also draw heavily upon information 
on demand for learning from individuals, employers 
and communities and upon learning needs identi-
fied at individual, local and national level however 
this policy was not a success due to the complexi-
ties of the task.  
 
ELWa struggled to create an overall strategy in the 
wider context of delivering VET, particularly at both 
a regional and national level. ELWa sought to pro-
mote a united organisational culture throughout the 
whole of its relatively brief existence. However the 

Political and scientific instruments 
for change 



to market forces; 
 
• That (2 tier) local government was consi-

dered costly and unnecessary and one of 
the keys to neutering local government pow-
er was to remove education from the County 
Councils.  

 
• Those industrialists were the people best 

equipped to manage local services and utili-
ties in a market economy. 

 

fact the ELWa was formed on the basis on four 
pre-existing TECs which all had distinctive styles 
and cultures made this a very difficult strategy. 

Valuing change It can be seen that responsibility for VET legisla-
tion, management and delivery has now come full 
circle from 1979-2004. The funding structure has 
returned to a public management of the Welsh As-
sembly Government after the corporate style ex-
periments of the 1990’s. Similarly, elected politi-
cians are now responsible again for VET after the 
oligarchic system of the previous decade was dis-
mantled after the absorption of ELWa into the As-
sembly. Funding is now centralised and the Welsh 
Assembly Government now assumes full responsi-
bility for its strategic distribution to the VET sector 
including FE Colleges. 



3.9 Northern Ireland 

Case studies HC: incorporation of FE colleges 1998 OC: assembly enquiry into FE for industry 

VET as a political issue Since 1972 Northern Ireland is under direct rule, 
which means that legislative responsibility is re-
verted back to Westminster. In December 1999 
arising from the Belfast agreement power was 
devolved to a newly established N-Ireland Assem-
bly. Devolution was suspended in 2000 (due to 
political disagreement), was restored and then 
suspended again in 2002.  
 
Policy focus has primarily been on higher educa-
tion rather then the further education sector, the 
latter being the “Cinderella-part” of the educational 
system. This changed in the ‘90s with a range of 
reports and reviews being undertaken. 

The new Northern Ireland Assembly was estab-
lished in 1999, leading on from Good Friday 
agreement and following a long peace process. 
New opportunities were created in this context at 
regional level for developing policy in the functional 
areas devolved to the Assembly. An important de-
velopment in relation to VET has been the work of 
the Assembly Committee for Employment and 
Learning which undertook a comprehensive inquiry 
into education and training for industry, resulting in 
a new strategy being adopted for the FE sector. 

Subjects for change This case addresses the decision to “incorporate” 
FE colleges to the extent that they became free-
standing incorporate bodies, being responsible 
for their own management. This happened in 
1998, as in England and Wales almost 5 years 
earlier. Incorporation gave the (governing bodies 
of the colleges control over their assets, their 
staffing and budgets. 
 
The change involved was at the institutional lev-
el, in that change required the 17 FE colleges to 
transform their operational bases. The decision 
was driven by the perceived need to ensure and 
maintain consistently with FE policy and practice 

What changed is the way in which needs and chal-
lenges are identified in de educational sector. An 
inquiry taken by the Assembly Committee resulted 
in a new strategy for the FE sector. The proposition 
was attempting to ascertain how government, edu-
cational and other stakeholders could interrelate 
more effectively and efficiently. 
 
Driving forces were within the political system: the 
devolution or power played an important role. Local 
political representatives became more forceful and 
more informed in their dealing with government 
officials to bring about change. In contrast the 
change implemented under direct rule, this devel-



in other parts of the UK. opment was based on openness from the outset, 
and highlighted fundamental concerns about FE. 
However, because of again introducing direct rule, 
the capacity of the assembly to monitor and follow 
up is removed. 

Powerplay by change agents Stakeholders were not involved in the decision 
how incorporation applied in the N-I circums-
tances. Incorporation was promoted from West-
minster, based on a set of assumptions about the 
benefits, but without testing it within the specific 
regional context. No local or regional mechan-
isms existed through which opposing voices 
could be raised.  
 
During the implementation process the FE col-
leges were consulted. Consultation of wider 
stakeholders was absent. 

This case is an example of multi-stakeholder in-
volvement in defining challenges and the need for 
change. For only 2 years, during devolvement, 
power relations had shifted, and actors on all sides 
were trying to find ways of understanding and mak-
ing effective use of their new status. There was no 
conflict of interests and changing of minds of 
stakeholders. To some extend there were power 
struggles between elected local representatives 
and government civil servants  who pursue their 
way of policymaking by ensuring proposals are 
consistent with broader national policies and budg-
ets. 

Political and scientific instruments 
for change 

Civil service was a very strong actor in this 
change process. Ministers under direct rule rarely 
provide any specific directions to policy, which 
has tended to be guided mainly by civil servants. 
However, understandably, civil servants tending 
to be risk avers in terms of political innovations. 
As a result, the focus of civil servants has often 
been on simply ensuring policy parity with Eng-
land and Wales.  
 
The government did establish a consultative 
body, with the task to bring together people from 
across the sector, but this body was only in-
volved in the implementation phase and not in 
debating the merits of the change. 

The Assembly Committee had no legal basis, but a 
very strong mandate to explore the need for 
change in that new political institutions had just 
been established  and there was widespread sup-
port for their successful operation. This process led 
directly to government response and resulted in a 
strategy for FE and HE being drawn op by the de-
partment of Education and Learning. It also led to 
the adoption of similar means of need investigation 
being taken up by government officials and stake-
holders. 



Valuing change The stated government position is that incorpora-
tion has worked well. But no review had taken 
place and no evidence has been cited to back up 
this assertion. Questions associated with valuing 
outcomes were raised only later, during the time 
of the devolved assembly, and only as part of a 
broader debate on FE.  

Evaluation became a constant theme in the 
changes proposed. In some cases this marked a 
move beyond monitoring (in a purely financial 
sense) and towards a more holistic approach to 
evaluation and review. Because of the debate 
stakeholders became more informed in relation to 
their respective positions. Key commentators have 
pointed the lack of relevant statistical or documen-
tary material available to inform the debate. 
 
Change is an ongoing process. The current (2004-
5) period of direct rule from Westminster leaves 
open the possibility of selectivity in rolling out the 
strategy, because government officials regained 
strong influence over what might be implemented. 



 
 

3.10 Scotland 

Case studies HC: introduction of modularisation in VET 

VET as a political issue  Since 1 July 1999, overall responsibility for education has resided with the Scottish Parliament. The 
Scottish Executive is now responsible for policy development, and the Scottish Office Education De-
partment administers national policy on education. Scottish Local Authorities (SLAs) are responsible for 
the provision of school and pre-school education in their local area. 
 
Further education and higher education are the subject of the Further and Higher Education (Scotland) 
Act 1992, which established a new structure for these sectors of education. Scotland’s 46 FE colleges 
provide much of the country’s vocational education and training as well as a wide range of higher edu-
cation courses, mainly at higher national certificate and diploma level, but also in some cases at de-
gree level. Many colleges have also developed close links with particular universities or other higher 
education institutions to which some of their students may transfer after gaining their HND. 
 
The origins of the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) were in the Scottish Credit 
Accumulation and Transfer (SCOTCAT) scheme, agreed by all Scottish HEI’s and FE colleges in 1992. 
The SCQF is now being progressed under the partnership of the Scottish Executive, Scottish Qualifica-
tions Authority (SQA), Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA), and Universities Scot-
land. 

Subjects for change This case study focuses on a particular point in time in the development of VET policy and practice in 
Scotland. It addresses the decision, in the 1980s, to introduce major changes in the organisation of 
courses and assessment. Changes came about as a result of the SOED’s 16+ Action Plan (1983), 
which set up a modular system of training for Scottish non-advanced vocational education in the 1980s 
Traditionally-structured courses were to be replaced by new courses built of individual “modules”, each 
with pre-defined, publicly-available achievement standards and certificates. 
 
The modules were to be offered in further education colleges, by independent trainers and by employ-
ers in the workplace. Programmes were constructed from ‘building blocks’ of units and are designed to 



meet the specific needs of employers and other users. They include ‘core skills’ as well as suitable 
blends of theory and practice - and can be designed to incorporate extensive periods of skills’ devel-
opment gained in college workshops and other specialist areas. 
 
Modularisation implemented in Scotland was wide-ranging and comprehensive – much more so than 
was the case in England and Wales, for example. In analysing what he called a ‘purist’ approach, Raffe 
(1988, p. 162f.) concludes that ‘moves towards modularisation are found in many other countries, but 
rarely in the thoroughgoing form in which it has been applied in Scotland’. 

Powerplay by change agents The introduction of modularisation was as a direct result of a prolonged consultation process – in which 
all the main stakeholders (educators, government, students, employers and trades unions) were invited 
to express their needs and preferences. 
 
There has traditionally been a strong role for both employers and trade unions in shaping new devel-
opments. Both are represented on the board and committees of SQA. 
 
It is also normal for colleges and universities to respond collaboratively to urgent needs for retraining or 
reorientation following large scale industrial changes such as the closure of a major enterprise or the 
decline of an industry. Scottish institutions have considerable experience, for example, in meeting the 
needs of workers displaced from heavy industry. 
 
Although the power for change overtly resided with the Westminster Government, the real driving force 
for change resided regionally. Not only was the case for a shift to modularisation being made most 
strongly within Scotland; but Scottish government interests also moved quickly and purposefully to en-
sure that implementation of change also remained local. 
 
Modularisation was the end product of of a very formailsed process involving wide-ranging consultation 
and debate. The institutions were themselves key supporters of the change. 

Political and scientific instruments 
for change 

The principal instrument was the Action Plan itself containing, as it did, detailed recommendations on 
the role of each stakeholder in embracing change. SCOTVEC become the central stakeholder in this 
respect - assuming responsibility for developing a National Certificate programme  based on modules. 
Openness to adaptation and innovation at a particular time – in response to a particular set of social 
and economic challenges – therefore paved the way for a range of important and unforeseen benefits. 
Over the years there have been various evaluations of CVET often as part of wider investigations of 



further and higher education and training. It was evaluation of programmes that led to the reforms de-
scribed above. Importance was also attached to evaluating outcomes in relation to the newly develop 
modules themselves. The assessment process was to be applied internally by teaching staff, subject to 
external monitoring. 
 

Valuing change When HM Inspectors conducted a review of the National Certificate, they concluded that the unified 
modular system had been a major achievement: ‘the National Certificate can be used to provide a deli-
very system which offers flexibility and choice in content and in mode and pace of learning’. They found 
the planning of learning and teaching had improved and teaching had become more student-centred. 
Most students appeared to enjoy their college experiences and this was attributed to a combination of 
increased choice, more active learning and units of study with clear, short-term targets. 



4 The development of social dialogue in European VET 
 
This section is looking at how the social dialogue might be related to the patterns of policy 
making identified by OBSERVE project in the countries included in the research. We rather 
try to develop the potential of the social dialogue for policy learning as a transversal theme, 
as this might follow from the conceptual framework of the observe project. The paper might 
help to understand the converging and diverging points between the education and training 
systems using social partnership as a vehicle for reform. 
 

4.1 The relevance of social dialogue for VET systems and VET policies.  
 
Social dialogue concerns overall policy making, and was established at the European level to 
support European integration, and also to support and assist the Commission. The core area 
are issues of economic and social policy and it is a component of the European social model. 
Education policy, and VET systems are not a core area of the social dialogue. However, the 
European social partners, and also the European institutions have given attention to VET 
issues. The European ministers and the commission have mentioned the social partners in 
their Copenhagen declaration, referring to their March 2002 framework of action about life-
long development of competences and qualifications, and have specifically pointed to their 
indispensable role in the development, validation, and recognition of vocational competences 
and qualifications.  
 
To some extent the reasoning about social dialogue and its relevance for VET systems is 
focusing on legitimisation of change. As recent surveys are pointing out, VET systems are 
still reluctant to change and innovation. Decision makers are facing important difficulties in 
creating incentives for the actors to implement new policies and to participate in monitoring 
and evaluation procedures. Many reforming initiatives are promoted rather formally and are 
not entering substantial processes in the classroom. Consultation processes are often super-
ficial and limited to some categories of actors. An effective social dialogue, however, is un-
derstood as a direct and powerful tool for creating a space that should lead to a wider under-
standing and acceptance of change by integrating the key actors interactively into the proc-
ess. This is a basic condition for a successful implementation and for identifying corrective 
measures for a specific policy.  
 
Key questions of the relation between the general framework of social partnership on the one 
hand and the social dialogue in VET on the other concerns the power relations and influence 
channels. It is still arguable if a more institutionalised overall structure increases influence 
and power of certain actors in social dialogue in VET. Moreover, so far there is little evidence 
that the institutionalised systems of social dialogue in VET exist without an overall institution-
alised structure. The analysis of the cases of policies in the OBSERVE project cast a light on 
understanding if social dialogue is a sine qua non ingredient for a successful VET system 
reform or if the inclusion of VET-topics in the social dialogue agenda is on the rise. 
  
Social dialogue, as a tool for managing and changing VET system hides often a tension be-
tween the state and the economy about the overall vision for the VET system. Established 
social dialogue institutions are often a guarantee for ensuring a convergence between differ-
ent “visions” on what kind of service the VET system should offer to students and what are 
the key competences, attitudes and values that it should create. The following chapter cast a 
closer look to the actors currently involved in social dialogue and their role in initiating, im-
plementing, monitoring and evaluating VET policies.  
 
 



4.2 Impact of social dialogue on VET reform and policy learning  
 
An implicit hidden intuition of promoters of the social dialogue in VET seems to be that it 
might be a natural medium for policy learning and promoting change. The main instances 
supporting this idea are related to the cooperative interaction, exchange of views, and search 
for solutions among key actors influencing the system. However, if we take into account the 
above reasoning and the key ideas of the OBSERVE project about system change and pol-
icy making, this might not be a very plausible view.  
 
First social partners are interest organisations to promote their membership. If there are con-
flicts, the question is how learning relates to power. Second, a common assumption is that 
the dialogue might function better the more there are established institutional actors and 
channels. The traditional interpretation has been based very much on the idea that institu-
tionalised system would produce shared rules of the game, certain cornerstones for the bar-
gaining process, and trust among the actors as a core asset. However, if we introduce the 
change hypothesis, the question arises to which extent the traditional interpretation needs a 
stable context of environment conditions. If those context conditions change, this is assumed 
by the change hypothesis that will probably undermine all those basic ingredients of the func-
tioning system. They must change the rules of game, which have been the basis of their trust 
relations. If one partner tries to change the rules of the game, this more or less automatically 
undermines trust from the other, which in turn might struggle for defending them. So the 
strength of the system might immediately turn into a weakness. 
 
Thus, the conclusion is, that social partnership and social dialogue as an institution is af-
fected by similar adaptation problems as the VET system as an institution: the more it is insti-
tutionalised, the more adaptation problems will arise. To illustrate this, we might take Austria 
as an example. Social partnership has been a very strong system that served as an effective 
institution for the post war transition to Western European capitalism. However, since the 
turn of the century it has become increasingly criticised, and some influential analysts of the 
system even contend that it would have already faded away. More recently strong systems of 
social partnership have been set up in countries under strong transformation (Spain, Ireland), 
which underlines that it might be an effective institution for a broad process of economic and 
societal transition. As Austria before the authoritarian and the Nazi regime those countries 
had strongly conflict-loaded systems of industrial relations driven by class struggle. This 
might be an additional ingredient of its later functioning, as Spain and Ireland have devel-
oped to dynamic EU – member states. The effectiveness of strong systems of social partner-
ship might be a temporary phenomenon, and a convergence to a medium level might be in 
the long run the most effective solution. As a conclusion, established systems of social part-
nership and social dialogue seem to be a good medium for policy learning only under certain 
conditions. The key problem is, how those systems can learn, which might in turn very much 
depend on the actors. 
 
Another basic question is what we should to expect about the relationship between the day-
to-day “political game” and the social dialogue. The first is clearly determined by short term 
superficial gains while the second is seen by many as a candidate for the performance of 
functional reforms. However, as already stated, the social dialogue might also be misused for 
camouflage/legitimisation of political gains in the power struggle, e.g., via exchanges among 
policy fields. Here the establishment of institutional structures might also be costly: the more 
institutionalised the relationships are the more “political games” might be played. 
 
Finally, what should we expect for the relationship between the strength and intensity of the 
social dialogue and the “rationality” of the policy process? In this case we encounter a less 
clearly determined relationship. “Rationality” can be defined differently. There can be a high 
“rationality” of the “political game”, if the actors are very successful in their bargaining proc-
esses and in trading their interests without too high deadweight costs. Another meaning of 



“rationality” is to rely on certain kinds of evidence based policies, using different kinds of ex-
ternal assessments of the policy process, e.g., quality control, accountability mechanisms, 
and evaluation procedures. There seems to be an ambiguity due to the degree of institution-
alisation of the social dialogue: On the one hand, the more the system is driven by the politi-
cal game, the first meaning of rationality might be developed, however, at the same time the 
less rationality in the second sense of external control will be established.  
 
On the other hand, it might also be true that the use of external controls needs institutional-
ised structures. Those rationality mechanisms cannot function properly without an effective 
communication of their results among the various involved actors, and without being fed ef-
fectively into the policy process. And this seems not being possible without institutionalised 
structures of knowledge management. As a general conclusion we might infer that this latter 
aspect might be the litmus test for the extent of an involvement of policy learning in estab-
lished systems of social dialogue and social partnership: Do they include effective and util-
ised systems of external assessments of the policy process.  
 

4.3 Configurations of social dialogue  
 
4.3.1 Co-operation between the state and the social partners 
 
We have analysed the degree of cooperation by combining two dimensions: first how the 
policy makers are taking into account social partner’s input and second what is the social 
partners role in (initiating change or reacting to change, being pro-active or passive). In the 
first dimension, we focus on state’s approach to social partners activity while in the second 
dimension the focus is on social partners role in leading the process of change. 
 
Figure: Patterns of social partnership involvement in promoting change and the impact of 
social partners on state decision-makers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The outcomes of the research in the ten countries highlight the fact that state organisations 
remain the main promoter of change in all the cases analysed. Key authorities at national 
level play a fundamental role in the initiation/inception phase (problem identification, identifi-
cation of alternatives for action). Social partners are playing a limited role in leading the 
process of change. However, they are reacting in various degrees to state’s initiatives and in 
the majority of case studies are actors that should be taken into account. The interacting par-
ties are more or less familiar with each other’s strategy of action and internal decision-
making procedures. However, as pointed out in some cases (i.e. Denmark), the relations are 
constantly changing with an important role played by government. 
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The data show that it is possible to trace a direct correlation between the degree of involve-
ment in supporting a policy and the way state institutions are valuing social partners input. In 
countries where this input is constantly ignored or even openly denied, the degree of in-
volvement remains at a low level while in the cases where the social partners input is explic-
itly taken into consideration, the degree of involvement seems to be higher. It could be ar-
gued therefore that a functioning social partnership within a VET system can’t be developed 
without acknowledging the social partners needs and without trying to address these needs. 
However, that relationship might also indicate a legitimising role of the social partners, and 
their weaker position in the power relations via the state institutions.  
 
In the majority of cases analysed, the social partners are constantly consulted and involved 
in the VET-reforms. However, there is not enough evidence for stating that there is a clear 
pattern of cooperation on all important issues specific to a VET system. Danish cases are 
offering numerous examples of social partners influence in supporting a specific policy 
agenda (“Given the interest of social partners in keeping a direct influence on part of the up-
per secondary system combined with that the system so far had proved its quality in terms of 
school to work transition a dual based model was chosen as foundation for a reform”).  
 
4.3.2 Actors involved and main areas of cooperation  
 
Different actors are involved to different degrees in the social dialogue, and new categories 
of actors are coming into the scene with an increasing role.  We can identify the traditional 
core actors of the bipartite dialogue (employers and employees, including the state in the 
tripartite dialogue) but also other organisations active in a specific economic sector (i.e. 
farmers associations in VET agriculture fields). In extended systems of social dialogue new 
actors have been activated and taken on board such as NGOs, regions and/or communities, 
public employees, professional organisations, etc. Last but not list, the various groups of per-
sonnel in education and training (teachers, trainers, counsellors, human resource experts, 
etc.) represents specific categories of actors that has to be taken into account in analysing 
VET policymaking process. 
 
An important basic question due to the development of the social dialogue is, how the fun-
damental economic and societal pressures for change are affecting the various actors in-
cluded in the process of social dialogue. Are there different kinds of pressures on employers 
vs. employees? Are there different interests/positions/reactions of employers vs. employees 
to the pressures? Does the pressure for adaptation produce increased tensions between 
employers and employees? The project offered evidence allowing us to formulate a set of 
observations. 
 
Within a traditional sector structure, the tri-partite model plays firstly a legitimising function. 
Again the Danish case best illustrates this situation: since the 1991 VET reform, the Danish 
VET system has been highly decentralised, based on a principle of management-by-
objectives. Since then it started an ongoing evolutionary process, delegating greater co-
responsibility and authority to the social partners and the vocational colleges. The model has 
shown limitations with regard to new and converging sectors for example in terms of whom 
actually rightfully can represent the specific area. In a neo-liberal environment with high 
pressure for deregulation and decentralisation the employees’ side tends to be more de-
pendent on functioning mechanisms of SP/SD. The employers’ side tends to be more adap-
tive and eager to change compared with employees due to a smaller risk and degree of un-
certainty (the employers are directly confronted with the changes in the market, and thus 
might perceive regulations as inhibiting rigidities, whereas employees are much more de-
pendent on those regulations).  
 



These will also develop tensions within the different groups, which affect the relationship be-
tween them in the social dialogue, e.g. the insider – outsider problem at the employees’ side, 
or the difference between exposed and traditional sectors in the economy. A key issue is 
how prepared are the new actors in the VET field to contribute to the policymaking process 
and how to create the necessary competences for actors with little or no experience in this 
field. Observe research highlighted the fact that in countries where there are little pro-
grams/opportunities for cooperation between state’s organisations and “new” categories of 
social partners (social partnership as civic partnership), the social dialogue tends to include 
only the traditional actors (employers and trade unions organisations).  
 
At the same time, the research pointed out that in most of the cases analysed, the actors 
within education systems are taking a very different position compared with actors outside 
the system. These categories of actors tend to be conservative and to protect as much as 
possible the status quo, against outside pressure from various sources (changing working 
conditions, constraints of public budgets, new forms of management, etc.). Being most of the 
time the categories implementing and, to a lower extent, benefiting directly from VET poli-
cies, these actors seem to develop in time a competitive rather than cooperative approach. 
To this situation has contributed also the motivation created by constraint that seems to be a 
rule of the game for a long period of time in almost all countries surveyed. 
 
Two main areas of cooperation have been identified in the case studies: technical assis-
tance, and financial issues. We have found rare cases of cooperation in the process of defin-
ing the foundation (philosophy) of the system. Social partners are more often consulted and 
involved in implementing focused strategies (i.e. fighting inequality, skill shortages, lack of 
transparency, unemployment etc.). The cases analysed offered limited evidence on specific 
financial assistance offered by social partners (sharing the costs of VET system). However, 
in some countries the social partner’s commitment to different policy interventions in VET 
field can be quantified.  
 

4.4 Stages of involvement in policymaking and institutionalisation 
 
The involvement of social partners is seldom in initiating and designing change, but rather in 
implementing change. Sometimes they are also involved in monitoring and/or evaluating 
change. 
 
Social dialogue and social partnership were very differently involved in the cases of VET pol-
icy in the ten countries. There were two policy cases that were explicitly analysing the setting 
up of frameworks of social partnership or social dialogue (Spain and Romania). In these two 
cases it was possible to find evidence related to mainly all the theoretical assumptions and 
models presented in this paper. In the other cases, the evidence gathered on social partner-
ship establishment and practice illustrates only specific aspects. 
 
In one case the establishment of social partnership in VET was done as a part of an overall 
system development, with a strong legal base. In the other case social partnership was util-
ised as a part of an internationally supported project.  
 
The analysed VET policy cases were implemented on the background of systems of strong 
institutionalisation and involvement of social partnership (Denmark, The Netherlands). We 
can tentatively see different configurations of those systems concerning the dynamic of the 
institutional structures: In Denmark the institutions of social partnership have remained rela-
tively stable, whereas the positions and the policy content promoted by the actors has 
changed very much. It might be inferred from that pattern, that the actors have been com-
paratively adaptive, and thus might have shown policy learning due to the content of their 
positions. However, this pattern might also indicate an effective “bargaining rationality” 



among the actors. In the Netherlands we see a very high degree of institutional dynamic. The 
different policies have included the development and frequent change of very complex and 
varying bodies of involvement of various actors of social partnership. This high degree of 
institutional dynamic might indicate that the (previously) established structures were not con-
sidered to work sufficiently, thus ever-new constellations were tried. This also might indicate 
institutional change being a part of the political game, posing questions about how trust is 
maintained in this system. Maybe there have been stable overall structures in the back-
ground. 
 
In one country there is a clear sector specific involvement of social partners (Germany), as 
they are involved in the governance of apprenticeship, which is the main part of VET in this 
country. The involvement in VET is in a complex tripartite structure, which differs from the 
overall pattern of social partnership that strongly based on bipartism (“Tarifautonomie”). 
No explicit analysis of social partnership is given in two countries (France, Greece). In those 
countries the overall system of the social dialogue is weak, and there also seems to be a low 
degree of involvement in VET issues.  
 

4.5 Summarising remarks 
 
VET is not a de facto core field of social partnership or social dialogue; however, recent de-
velopments in European VET systems place it among the policy priorities. Even in countries 
that don’t have a long social dialogue tradition, the VET systems promote the active involve-
ment of social partners in key areas of decision-making. There is a direct link between a 
strong involvement of social partners in employment policies and their active involvement in 
VET change (continuous vocational education and training) while the role within initial educa-
tion and training systems varies more strongly and is more difficult to assess.  
 
There is a different degree of impact of the social dialogue in different sectors of VET, in-
volvement is rather strong in apprenticeship systems and also in continuing VET, and it is 
lower in schools and initial VET except in some cases the internal social dialogue between 
staff and employers, or their inclusion in the overall social dialogue. The state is mostly in-
volved in VET issues while in case of institutionalised social dialogue there are tripartite 
structures, particularly in initial VET.  
 
It is difficult to say whether there is an essential impact of the degree of the overall institu-
tionalisation of social partnership or social dialogue on the involvement in VET policy. The 
policy fields seem in some cases to be rather separate, in other cases there seems to be a 
more tight relationship between policy fields. The involvement is also quite different in differ-
ent sectors of VET. Empirically we have no clear indications of whether the degree of institu-
tionalisation affects change. From the overall pattern of the mainly reactive involvement of 
social partners in some issues of implementation there seems to be a limited impact on VET 
policy anyway. 
 
The EU policy seems to support the development of the social dialogue up to a certain de-
gree in countries where there is no tradition, whereas in countries with a strong tradition the 
EU policy might work in the opposite direction.  



 
 
5 Concluding remarks 
 
Present times are designated by unprecedented changes that have been taking place since 
the last decade of the 20th century. Among others, the fall of the Berlin wall, the termination 
of political bipolarization due to the antagonism of super powers, the widespread utilization of 
modern communication technologies, the emergence of globalization, the intensification of 
economic competition, the abolishment of traditional labour relations and prevalence of work 
flexibility, have led many state governments to undertake radical reformations (usually by 
facilitating dismantle of industrial relations and by introducing unpopular austerity measures), 
often under the pretext of responding to the new developments (Waters 1995; Jameson, Mi-
yoshi 1998; Bauman 1998; Patiniotis, 2007: 15). Domains of economy and labour have been 
deeply affected, thereby giving rise to novel considerations with regard to the role of knowl-
edge and education in contemporary society. These changes and reformations affected also 
the VET policies in the respective European counties (Winch 2003). 
 
In order to understand variety and particularities of VET among European countries, the de-
velopment of VET policies ought to be assessed within their respective socio-economic do-
main. Differences in VET systems are attributed to the diversity of issues to be addressed at 
the national level. Despite the ongoing globalization and the European unification trend, dif-
ferences are deeply rooted due to the divergent pathways followed by the member states in 
the process of elaborating solutions to their idiosyncratic societal and economic needs.  
 
As was identified in the Observe research project in the European countries that were stud-
ied, the following driving forces played a more or less significant role in the formation of VET 
policies: 
 
• The long-term economic trends. 
• The long-term labour market trends. 
• The type of economy that is predominant in each country (industry / non-industry driven; 

role of the service sector; importance of the primary sector). 
• Social values and attitudes towards education and VET.  
• Political culture: impact of the extended social dialogue on political decisions and meas-

ures; long-standing social debate about the mission of education and training and its link 
to socioeconomic prosperity and innovation. 

• Financing of VET mainly from the state or from non-governmental institutions. 
• Role and activities of private sector with regard to VET. 
• Impact of foreign VET models. 
• Structure of the government (single-party government versus   governmental coalitions). 
• Quality assurance (the efficiency/effectiveness imperative and its mode of evaluation). 
• Change of VET provision from a traditional to a modular system. 
• Unification of states versus devolution, detachment of autonomous states from larger 

entities, or acquisition by regions of a state of the right to function autonomously the VET 
(and the general education) policy.  

• Role of chambers and other stakeholders in VET formation. 
• Role of state agencies versus activities of stakeholders in the creation and/or implemen-

tation of VET policies. 
• Forms of cooperation between the ministries of Education and Labour, since both institu-

tions are responsible for VET in the majority of the cases.  
 
The brief discussion that follows attempts to shed light on the driving forces underlying VET 
revealed throughout the project. In particular, there will be examined the VET mission and its 
linkage to the knowledge based economy, impact of geopolitical restructuring and mode of 



societal development, formation of educational policy, origins of educational funds (the public 
/ private debate),  modularization of VET, prevalent societal values with regard to the pres-
tige of VET, and quality of trainers. 
 
A   devastating question is raised from the outset. Which is the overriding mission of VET? In 
what mode does VET serve the promotion of knowledge based economy and knowledge 
based society? In the recent years there has been introduced an agglomeration of terms like 
“meta-modern society”, “innovation society”, “information society”, “era of sustainable devel-
opment”, “new economy” etc. Most of these terms are rather vague, but they might contain 
overlapping connotations. At this point, however, suffice it to say that the capability of admi-
nistering modern technologies that aim at bringing innovative products and services into the 
market has gained a broadly based recognition (Nijhof, 2005: 409). A capital trend has 
evolved in business in order to converge to the ideal of the so-called “learning organization”, 
whereby the organization flourishes through the acquisition of knowledge and expertise 
(Senge, 1990; Easterbuy-Smith et al., 1999; Senge et al., 1999; Marquardt, 2002). Conti-
nuous development of organization members has been pursued through lifelong learning 
(Jarvis, 2004; Ferrari, 2002).  
 
Industrially advanced European countries are eager to maintain an appropriate infrastructure 
for the facilitation of learning, so far as knowledge is to be readily applied in production. On 
the other hand, member states whose economy is based mainly on the development of the 
tertiary and the primary sector are mostly importers of knowledge applications which have 
been invented elsewhere; therefore their interest in promoting autonomous vocational train-
ing of high quality is anticipated to be less intent. In the former cluster of countries, a mere 
signal indicative of a deteriorating educational system, such as, for example, worse than ex-
pected results in the PISA examinations, serve as fire alarms and may arouse an acute polit-
ical confrontation. By contrast, in the latter cluster of countries such a development might 
pass by and large unnoticed. Consequently, a two-tier approach has been identified with re-
gard to the quality of VET: 
 
Specialized, “expensive” training that is offered to high-profile business managers and ex-
ecutives in order to preserve their efficiency and effectiveness with regard to competition. 
Training of lower quality is considered arbitrary for persons of lesser qualifications or for the 
unemployed, aiming at enabling them to secure an acceptable job. 
 
Apparently, only a portion of organization members is entitled to training of high quality. The 
rhetoric about the acquisition of competitive advantage of business through the development 
of first-rate human capital does not embrace the whole organizational population. The deskil-
ling controversy ought to be briefly mentioned at this point, as the decline of craftsmanship 
has led to polarization of knowledge and skills among the workforce (Braverman, 1974; Val-
las & Yarrow, 1987; Frenkel, 2003). Knowledge is likely to reside mostly with the expert de-
signers and inventors of modern technology. Instead, the mainstream of policy-makers alleg-
es that equipment operators are usually in need only of elementary, easily replaceable skills.   
Therefore, a significant factor that has to be considered when designing a VET system at the 
national level concerns employers’ preferences. Research has to be conducted in order to 
focus on the situational factors, according to which employers may select either highly spe-
cialized, expensive employees (Germany and Netherlands), or low-qualified personnel that 
has acquired a moderate amount of knowledge mostly through experience, e.g. ‘on the job’ 
(Greece and Portugal). The situated learning debate plays here a significant role (Leave, 
Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). 
 
A relevant subject concerns the localization issue, pertaining to the utilization and locus of 
knowledge in cases of business outsourcing. Displacement of production (but not necessarily 
of knowledge) has become a common practice. Recipient countries offer low-cost opportuni-
ties and flexible working conditions, while issues such as collective bargaining and workers’ 



rights are likely to remain in the twilight by the conclusion of the agreement. Although some 
authors suggest benefits for the mother company and possibly for the recipient country 
(Zhang et al, 2008; Maskell et al., 2006), the practice of uncritical intrusion of subsidiaries is 
likely to heighten inequalities between the advanced Western European countries and the 
lagging eastern periphery. 
 
Geopolitical restructuring has played a critical role in the development of national VET poli-
cies. A weighty geopolitical event concerns the unification of Germany, which has been fol-
lowed by the homogenization of the respective VET systems. Even before the unification, 
vocational training in the east had been influenced by the respective trends in the West Ger-
many (Phillips, 1998). Renewal of the dual educational system has been achieved through 
the incorporation of eastern experience within the western approach; in any case the latter 
had already formed the nucleus of the VET system in the unified Germany.  
 
On the other hand, numerous states have sprouted after the dramatic dissolution of Soviet 
Union and Yugoslavia. More recently, Czech Republic has been separated from Slovakia. 
The former remains a heavily industrialized country, its VET system being influenced by the 
German tradition, whereas economy of Slovakia is dependent on income obtained mainly 
from the primary and tertiary sector.  In order to sustain the new regime, newborn states 
have pursued from the outset to become incorporated within the European Community. Fol-
lowing this trend, former communist countries often sought to adopt, usually with unjustified 
enthusiasm, educational systems proposed (and amply funded) by powerful international 
organizations (OECD, World Bank, EU).  However, systems designed by external experts 
may not be applicable without the consent of the affected society; therefore, such education-
al systems run the danger of becoming eventually sterile despite their scientific efficiency.  
 
A different approach has been followed in Spain, an industrial economy in Southern Europe; 
after the restoration of democracy (by the mid ’70ties), authorities gave priority to social di-
alogue, in order to integrate the debate on VET within a broadly acceptable unifying frame-
work. By the democratic regime the status of VET has been highly upgraded. Early school 
leavers are offered a second chance, while employers are encouraged not only to hire cheap 
young labor, but also to invest in training. In the two other Southern European countries (Por-
tugal and Greece), where democracy was restored at the same period, social dialogue had 
also a strong impact, but developments followed a different course due to the orientation of 
these economies to the tertiary and the primary sector. 
 
Another important issue that has emerged throughout the Observe Project concerns the de-
gree of centralization / decentralization of VET within the same country and the historical 
relationship between the state and the educational system. The German case constitutes a 
paradigm of planning efficiency. VET policies are centrally designed through the active par-
ticipation of all stakeholders at the national and at the local level. A most fruitful outcome of 
the educational policy concerns the programme “Learning Regions”, whereby land states are 
targeted with regard to the promotion of lifelong learning networks.  The Federal Ministry of 
Education and Research aims at promoting regional co-operation and networking by bringing 
together important players from different educational sectors within the scope of an inte-
grated regional strategy. Within the thematic networks of the project, among others, national 
conferences and conventions are organized, models are elaborated, and success factors are 
identified. 
 
At the other extreme lies the British paradigm, by which the VET system is entirely decentra-
lized at the regional level (the so-called devolution). Regional authorities of Scotland and 
Wales have assumed the responsibility of determining upon major educational issues. It is 
interesting to note that the conservative government of Scotland had resisted the central pol-
icy for deregulation, local management of schools, and the establishment of competition as a 
guiding principle in education (Ozga, 2003). The decentralization pattern in the UK has been 



driven by the imperative need to strengthen links between education and industry. This has 
become a widespread trend, stemming from the ongoing regionalization of economies and 
the need of educational institutions to become adapted to the local economic environment. 
 
Origins and mode of VET funding constitute a controversial issue. Neo-liberal governments 
and proponents of the British (and other member-states) tradition indicate that only the fittest 
may survive among educational institutions, while the state is confined to a regulatory role. 
The question whether educational outcomes reflect some value with regard to the expendi-
tures (return upon investment), has been posed pressingly in the recent years. Therefore, 
institutions have to persuade their economic domain at the regional level about their efficien-
cy and effectiveness. They have to rely mostly on industry and on private donators in order to 
obtain necessary funds, but contributions may also be obtained by the trade unions, welfare 
institutions, the Church, non-profit organizations, Chambers, and the local government. 
However, close attachment of education to the economy may result to the degradation of its 
social and cultural role (Schugurenski, 2003). It should be remarked here that since in many 
countries the skills problem is not primarily one of supply but of demand, governments need 
to take measures to stimulate demand from employers for high-level skills (Winch 2003). 
Obviously, humanistic disciplines that are not readily applicable to business are downplayed 
under the regime of competition. At the other extreme lie countries that are largely dependent 
on the state (and the EU) for VET funding. 
 
Modularization in VET provision is an interesting example in the convergence process of Eu-
ropean policies. The idea underlying modularization is the sub-division of complex training 
arrangements into manageable, self-contained units of vocational qualifications in order to 
offer the opportunity to the VET providing institutions in different national contexts to respond 
to the more than ever quickly changing skill demands by the economy. While the challenges 
posed by the economy, depending on the type of each economy, are targeted through the 
design of appropriate national qualification systems (Lassnigg, 2003), actually the traditions, 
structures and functions of these systems vary significantly. As shown through the examples 
of UK and Flanders, accreditation of prior knowledge acquired through experience seems to 
be a major prerequisite for the establishment of modularization.  In the current period a more 
broadly based combination of modules, in the sense of comprehensive overall qualifications, 
seems to have become the aim of training, but on the other hand the political acceptance of 
modularization in the various European countries remains still at stake. In certain countries, 
stakeholders and institutions promoting interests of graduates of formal education are likely 
to oppose to schemes that facilitate incorporation of knowledge acquired through experience 
within a unifying educational system, thereby perpetuating low status of VET (Ertl, 2000).  
 
As expected, profile of vocational training within a society seems to be directly associated to 
the VET efficiency. France is an example of a country oriented to academic tradition, having 
developed a prestigious educational system. The VAP Law of 1985 offers the opportunity to 
VET graduates to enter the university. VET is not viewed as an end itself, but rather as a way 
of creating and maintaining individual qualifications.  Validation of experience is provided on 
the basis of prior acquisition of empirical knowledge.  Low status of VET is apparent also in 
many other cases; only low-performing youths address VET, while families have the propen-
sity to orient offspring toward higher education.  
 
Countries where VET bears a high prestige (Netherlands, Germany, Denmark) seem to be 
designated by the development of long-term educational policies. Political consensus upon 
major issues affecting education has been achieved after a multi-level longitudinal debate, 
while VET has been selected as a promising career pathway by a wide range of youths, not-
withstanding their educational performance. By contrast, countries where VET is considered 
of inferior importance (France, Romania, Spain, Greece) are characterized by lack of conti-
nuity concerning educational planning. VET policies are largely determined by political par-
ties, even single persons at the head of educational state authorities. VET attracts mostly the 



“failures” of the educational system that have low ambitions and scant alternative career op-
tions.  
 
Single-party governments have the propensity to introduce more frequent and radical educa-
tional reforms compared to governments formed by coalition.  
 
At this point a brief note on the mode of formation of the educational policy has to be made. 
In certain countries, educational policy has been designed in terms of age-cohort, by means 
of establishing provisions for the whole system of educational channels (both general and 
VET). By contrast, other countries have set clear - but not necessarily official - educational 
objectives, stressing particular importance on specific educational pathways; thus their plan-
ning focuses rather on the fate of a particular educational channel instead of the future of a 
generation. It is worth of mention that in most countries we did not witness an endeavor to-
ward regular collaboration between the ministries of Labour and Education concerning the 
design of VET policy, even though partners recognized its necessity. In most countries 
(Netherlands, Denmark, France, Romania, Greece) provision of VET tends to be school-
based. On the other hand, in Germany and Austria the VET system combines education with 
long-term apprenticeship, the school and the enterprise been recognized as equivalent 
knowledge providers.   
 
Quality, identity, and adequacy of trainers have been identified as crucial factors affecting 
success of the VET policy. In a variety of countries VET policy is based on trainers who have 
not been specialized in order to respond to its particular requirements. An entire “industry of 
seminars” has emerged due to the influx of ample EU funds to this direction. However, the 
mainstream of funds is pocketed by the educational institutions, since trainers constitute the 
least powerful link in the whole chain of the economic transaction. Most often VET trainers 
have not developed a specific vocational identity. Unstable working conditions have rendered 
them to view their occupation as temporary, often being ready to evade it as soon as a more 
promising vocational alternative appears. Low morale of trainers has an erosive impact on 
the respective of students. In some cases vocational training has been undertaken by work-
ing people having experience, but scant training qualifications; training is considered at best 
as an auxiliary “second job”, enabling them to increase their income (Patiniotis, 2007). As 
reported previously, however, a distinction should be made between the mainstream of VET 
trainers who attempt to make a living and a small minority of well educated, highly specia-
lized, and amply compensated trainers who are employed mostly by advanced enterprises 
and the multinationals. 
 
Education and VET constitute the primary pillars that sustain the European socioeconomic 
and political entity. It is therefore understandable that Jean Monnet once said that if the EU 
project were to begin anew he would start from education. Mission and tasks of VET are ap-
plicable worldwide, as formulated below by Rosenfeld (1998):  
 
• Education and training of new employees and employers to scaffold the knowledge base 

in companies. 
• Supply of up-to-date information and training facilities for updating the knowledge and 

skills of the workforce.  
• Facilitation of technology adaptation.  
• Organization of active networks of enterprises to facilitate interactive learning processes. 
 
Despite the community of VET aims, the Observe project has corroborated that member 
states have established very different patterns of education and VET systems, each one be-
ing the product of interaction between complex historical, cultural and socioeconomic proc-
esses; moreover, education and VET systems are continuously reshaped through an inter-
minable negotiation between institutions pertaining to the domains of politics, syndicalism, 
economy, local government, religion etc.  National VET systems are diverse – and they 



should be so, even though convergence is desirable in certain aspects. This is in accordance 
with the strategic objective inaugurated at the Lisbon summit of 2000 with regard to educa-
tion and training: “diverse systems – shared goals”. On the contrary, the eventuality of an all-
encompassing pan-European VET system, as well as the introduction of a unique clear-cut 
set of inflexible evaluation criteria is likely to fail, at least in the near future, due to the vari-
form socioeconomic needs that have to be addressed by the member states (Patiniotis, 
2007: 63). 
 
This means that a series of empirical research attempts is needed in order to explore the 
diversity of political reality of VET issues in the European regions and furthermore, to pro-
duce a comprehensive strategy in order to mitigate differences and to promote the formation 
of European economies based on knowledge, having fewer disparities than today. In any 
case it should be reported that in the recent years the member states themselves seem to 
have initiated a series of networks of cooperation, have contracted significant mutual agree-
ments on common policy aims concerning VET, and have promoted the exchange of best 
practices in order to respond to common challenges. This is another point why scientific re-
search has to be conducted on a continuous base in order to understand, and probably co-
ordinate, the changing reality in VET issues.  
 
Since political decisions at the European level have as a consequence a standardising effect 
in the stimulation of innovation in national projects, the EU funded projects dealing with VET 
in the member states have become more homogenous because the outcomes of research or 
pilot project activities are often viewed as political imperatives or benchmarks by many mem-
ber states. This effect is furthermore supported by the ‘open method of co-ordination’ as 
agreed in 2000 (Lisbon summit) that prescribes new forms of working together in the Euro-
pean context.  
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2. Regional Networks for Lifelong Learning (Ongoing Case) 
Rationale for existence 

 

There is a widespread agreement that innovation, knowledge and learning have 

become the main source of wealth, employment and economic development in 

advanced regions and nations. In recent years a considerable body of work has been 

developed to understand and explain this shift towards a knowledge-based economy.  

A vast array of publications has subsequently emphasised the major role of cities and 

regions in developing knowledge-based societies.  

 

Whilst regional development and innovation for decades was perceived a function of 

sectoral and organisational geometries (with the main challenge for learning being 

the optimisation of a variety of organisations in order to create critical mass), during 

the 1990s the introduction of the concept of learning economies marked a powerful 

change of paradigm. Unlike its predecessor, from the 1990s onwards it was the 

integrative function of local institutions, networks and organisations that was seen as 

the main success factor for regional development and innovation. The factors 

determining the economic growth of regions and cities were seen to be increasingly 

intangible (institutions and culture) and increasingly mobile as manifested in the 

increased importance of interaction between economic, human, social, intellectual, 

environmental, political, cultural and other capitals and codified knowledge. 

Furthermore innovation began to be perceived a cyclic and interactive process within 

networks initiated by many different actors rather than being a linear process, moving 

from invention and commercialisation to market introduction.  

 

This led to three imperatives in the context of learning: firstly, the capacity to learn 

continuously and adapt intelligently to rapidly to changing conditions determines the 

innovative performance of enterprises, regions and countries. Secondly, because the 

lifetime of knowledge is shrinking, providers of learning must display considerable 

foresight to envisage in their processes of planning curricula that are adaptable and 

responsive to the needs of both student and the region as a whole and future-

oriented. Thirdly, enterprises, regions and countries, being often in a better position 

than traditional education providers to understand both the form that curricula should 
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take and the conditions for improved learning processes, should themselves become 

actively engaged in the design and delivery of learning. 

 

One proposed mechanism by which these imperatives may be energised has been a 

particular form of network the learning region and the learning city. We can observe 

in Europe a number of departure points of learning region initiatives, which from our 

initial analysis can be distinguished in terms underlying rationale and mode of 

operation. These rationales can broadly be described as economic and social, but 

each contains elements of the other. A major departure was the decision of the 

German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) in 2001, to launch the 

programme Learning Regions - Providing Support for Networks. The German LRs 

program might be seen the most ambitious national initiative in this area. In close co-

operation with the Länder and co-financed by the European Social Fund, the aim of 

the programme was to help facilitate structural progress in Lifelong Learning 

networks. Unlike others, this German network from the beginning emphasised the LR 

as explicitly related to structural improvements of the education and training system. 

The networks chosen for attention in Germany each focussed on the needs of the 

"customers" and the personal circumstances of learners. In order to perform this 

function they need to be able to develop local co-operation between all the players 

across educational sectors and training providers4

                                                                    
4 The relevant partners include: general and vocational schools, institutions of higher education, funding agencies and 
institutions offering out-of school education and off-the-job or inter-firm training, trade unions and industry training organisations, 
adult education centres, education funding agencies of the churches, commercial providers and other educational institutions, 
companies (explicitly SME), chambers, trade unions, business development organisations, education guidance institutions, 
youth authorities, employment offices and other administrations, cultural and socio-cultural institutions such as libraries, 
museums, art and music schools as well as youth, senior citizens, women’s, sports and environmental groups and projects, self-
organised learner groups, representatives of consumer protection organisations, teachers and company training course tutors 
as well as developers of teaching and learning material, education and training advice centres, youth welfare offices, 
employment offices and other agencies. 
 

. 
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 Learning Regions – a decentralized approach to lifelong learning 

 

In 2001, the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research launched the 

programme "Learning Regions - Providing Support for Networks"5

The Federal and Länder Commission for Educational Planning and Research 

Funding adopted a “Strategy for Lifelong Learning in the Federal Republic of 

Germany” on 5 July 2004 that had been developed by the Federal Government and 

the Länder.8 Restrictively on the basis of the constitutional framework, a “Strategy of 

Lifelong Learning” in Germany cannot be explained within the meaning of a "national 

coherent strategy" but as a mutually agreed strategy indicating aspects and 

correlations that are based, by and large, on consensus within the Länder and 

  in close co-

operation with the states, and co-financed by the European Social Fund. The 

programme is designed to bring together relevant players from different educational 

sectors in order to jointly develop and pilot innovations in the context of Lifelong 

Learning within the scope of a local strategy. 

 
The programme is targeting at structural improvement of the educational system 

particularly with a view to flexible transition between the different education and 

training sectors, interlocking general, political and vocational education and training, 

reinforcing cooperation between education policy, employment policy and labour 

market policy, promoting economic development and other policy areas in order to 

increase people’s employability and proficiency, improving the transparency of 

education and training services to make them more user-friendly, for example by 

combining information, advisory and agency services and providing new services, 

including for self-directed learning and improving the quality and usability of 

education and training services, for example by agreeing on common criteria for 

quality and by exchanging ideas and information on procedures for quality 

development. Last not least the LR programme within a broader context of LLL 

policies shall contribute to boosting motivation and foster independent learning 

ability, and achieve both qualitative and quantitative improvements which will lead, 

not least, to a greater degree of user orientation (empowerment). 

 

                                                                    
5 Modellversuche „Lernende Region“ - Bewältigung des wirtschaftlichen und gesellschaftlichen Strukturwandels durch neue 
Formen der Partnerschaft im Bereich der Bildung unter Nutzung regionaler Ressourcen 
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between the Federal Government and the Länder – irrespective of their constitutional 

respective competencies. In policy terms programmes, particularly joint action can be 

seen a political-practical alternative to approach lifelong learning by bringing together 

multilevel players of the federalist system on the intermediate level of the region. Not 

seldomly programmes are thought to be functional at bringing forward the issue of 

LLL below regulatory levels and beyond institutional power, and bridging legality 

gaps of lifelong learning in Germany.6 However at least they require a minimum 

coherence with existing legislative frameworks, like school and continuing education 

laws at Laender level and federal vocational training law. In some cases other rules 

and regulations may apply, for example competition law.7

2.2.1 Stages of departure 

 

 

 

The basic concept of the “Learning region” programme originally was founded and 

promoted by a small group of actors from both BMBF and Laender ministries, mainly 

at department level. The “latency time” of the programme was 10 to 15 years, starting 

with the first regional development pilot projects in the early to mid-eighties, but also 

building on the experience of previous LLL initiatives which were conducted on both 

sides during this period, whereas particularly stakeholders of the southern states 

(within a mutual consultation process) engaged themselves increasingly in the 

preparation and policy formulation of a global LLL initiative from a regional 

perspective. 

 

The initial phase which can be dated from 1998 to 2000 can be described the 

conceptual stage of model building and testing of basic scenarios. The aim was to 

gain a basic understanding of “Learning Regions”, their key determinants and the 

way they would work within the framework of a national programme. This process 

was exclusively conducted by a core of administration experts at higher ministry 

levels, counting out third party expertise, which gave the programme a strong political 

notion, but to the prize of a poor scientific basis and weak social capital, that is links 

to the economy and civil society. 

                                                                    
6 Only the state of Northrhine-Westfalia so far has decided a legal framework for the implementation of lifelong learning.  
7 Which was mentioned a reason for reluctant inclusion of firms within the LR programme. 
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However to avoid jumping to conclusions, it is noteworthy to know that the overall 

paradigm of learning regions up to now has remained poorly conceptualised, and 

poorly tested in empirical studies. There is also a shortage of causal modelling 

approaches in empirical research. This means that many causal factors are 

forwarded as relevant for learning and innovation, but their relative importance 

remains obscure. Some of the most successful learning regions/cities may not been 

planned in systematic fashion, may be by-products of other objectives or be the 

outcomes of mistakes or failures made in the past, such as dependancy on a specific 

industry that has become outdated. A poor conceptualisation is also true for the 

development of learning regions over time, while the knowledge available is 

fragmentary and misses a systemic view, which makes it even more difficult to 

drawing lessons from learning region initiatives. Nevertheless, a main critics was, 

that science & research from the beginning could have been embedded in a more 

strategic sense, in order to allow for a better understanding of LR developmental 

processes and local learning policies. However the lack of scientific basis was 

perceived persistent also in the subsequent phases of the programme. 

 

Although the “Learning region” could also have been adressed on Länder level, the 

key stakeholders, namely the representatives of the larger states finally favoured a 

federal programme with a particular view to the development of the “Neue 

Bundesländer”. Thus, from the states’ point of view the programme from the 

beginning was intrensicably bound up with the issue of regional development. A 

major characteristic of the German LR program might be seen in the concerted policy 

approach. On one hand the further development of Lifelong Learning structures 

within a regional strategy, conducted by the Federal Government but, at the same 

time a strong interest in the capitalization of the LR program for boosting regional 

development in East Germany, favourized and led on by the German states 

(Laender). 

 

There is strong evidence, that the expectations the LR programme were different 

from the beginning. Thus, while the states representatives in their statements 

accentuated the long-term impact of the programme and the role it could play with 

regard to structural change of the educational system, the federal government to a 
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far greater extent and repeatedly emphasized the experimental character of the 

programme, leaving open strategic changes during the course or after completion of 

the programme. Unlike the states understanding of structural change, the latter one 

as the main aim described “closer cooperation within a regional partnership promotes 

common ideas and mutual trust – factors that are decisive if

The framework concept for “Learning Regions” was approved by the Bund-Länder 

Commission for Educational Planning and Research Promotion in consultation with 

both the Concerted Action in Continuing Education and the Committee for Continuing 

and Further Education of the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and 

Cultural Affairs of the Länder in the Federal Republic of Germany and implemented 

on 19.6.2000. It is defining a relatively broad “corridor” of objectives to be adressed 

by regional consortia, whereas the networks themselves are requested to determine 

regionally matched systems of objectives (profiles) and resources (structure). 

 

Consecutively a steering committee was set up, covering representatives of all 

relevant levels (Federal state, Länder, Representatives of the Concerted Action in 

Continuing Education, the social partners, the Federal Employment Service and the 

scientific support group also serve as members of the steering committee in an 

advisory capacity, most of them key stakeholders since being members of different 

National or European educational programme committees), whereas only the 

 institutional changes are 

to occur and a learning culture extending beyond the partnership is to evolve.” 

 

Since the networks are not directly assigned to the overall educational system or its 

functional sub-systems like vocational educational training, school education, 

continuing and adult education or higher education institutions. They were expected 

to play a rather intermediate role by linking different educational sectors and 

programmes and managing transition between sectors. However the understanding 

of “intermediate” from the start was different on both sides. 

 
On the other hand a widely shared opinion of stakeholders is that the programme 

rather poses an additional value in the context of other national initiatives than being 

conditional for their existence. Following this the “Learning regions” on one hand 

were perceived functional and compensatory in a political sense, nevertheless at the 

same time being limited in scope regarding a push factor for LLL policies.  
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representatives of the Federal state and 16 countries do have voting rights. Due to 

the fact that the ratio of Federal state and country representatives is balanced, 

decisions must be reached collaboratively. Furthermore decisions on funding of 

single networks must be underpinned by active support of the country in which the 

project shall take place. Consequently the Laender had set up helpdesks, in order to 

advice applicants.  

 

The committee usually is meeting twice a year, whereas its main task is to decide 

upon application grants and guiding the overall implementation process. The states 

from the beginning appreciated the introduction of the LR programme and showed  a 

strong commitment by actively promoting the networks and providing infrastructure, 

as well as related (counselling and training) services. According to the guidelines of 

the programme the applicants either had to set up a corporate body or joint project8 in 

order to promoting a regional network9. Due to this demand for the most part 

promoters organized themselves as incorporated societies or (nonprofit) limited 

liability companies in order to become first tier beneficiary, whereas the latter one is 

linked with second and third tier grantees.10

Furthermore within each network there were to be included associated partners to 

see to added value, valorisation and sustainability of networks. Deliberately during 

the planning phases the networks were requested to shape a regional profile along 

pre-defined activity areas. The networks here were in a double-bind situation: on one 

hand the leading agency on regional level was expected to keep open for change 

and diversity of actors and concerns, while at the same highly strategic financial 

performance and thus stable organisational structures were demanded. However 

dependent from the regional situation and framework of objectives different solutions 

to this problem were applied, of which most successful might have been the internal 

and external differentiation of networks. Thus, exclusive networks have been impetus 

for the creation of complementary, open-structured networks, while vice versa 

networks which had been inclusive from the start, during their lifecycles had 

  

 

                                                                    
8 For joint projects a written agreement had to be concluded between the partners. 
9 Although given these conditions it was reported that negotiations with technical assistance at this point showed flexible, for 
example accepting in course of formation etc. 
10 The networks in addition usually subcontracted third party service providers like scientific facilitators either in the course of 
developmental activities or self-evaluation or external evaluators. 
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differentiated into main and sub-networks in order to obtain strategic flexibility. 

Strategy, and subsequently legal entity and organisational structure consecutively 

determined the overall strategic potential of the networks as well as synergies 

available. Organisational structures in general enable a broad participation of actors 

and interest groups, but heavily rely on ambiguity tolerance of its members and 

mechanisms to balancing different concerns, while legal entities which allowed 

restriction of membership seem to have strategic advantages, but to the prize of 

narrowing down participation. 

 

A further aspect is to be taken in account, namely the horizontal integration of the 

programme within the broader context of a national strategy of lifelong learning, 

covering educational, training, labour market and social policies. Strictly speaking 

none of the educational institutional players in the educational area is in charge of 

strategy formulation on a global scale, while this is up to the ministry of finance, 

which by conducting national strategy papers on education, training and employment 

plays a key role in the elaboration of national action plans (NAP) and linking of aims 

across sectors. As a result, NAPs often are missing coherence and complementarity. 

 

The “Learning Region” is administered by two different departments at the German 

Federal Ministry of Education and Research, carrying out administrative and strategic 

tasks, while all of the operational management is outsourced to a third party 

company, which over the past years has developed National key player in the 

technical assistance of European R&D projects. 

 
Regarding the networks support focuses on a main project whose principle task is to 

develop and co-ordinate the network. In most cases, this is carried out by a 

professional agency which at the same time develops central counselling services, 

educational programmes and conducts marketing activities. Several sub-projects are 

generally connected to the main project. Their goal is to develop services in single 

specific subject or business areas to promote Lifelong Learning. The necessary 

technical and organisational work is carried out on the average by four to six people, 

others are temporarily involved. In many cases, the development of the network is 

initiated by an adult education center, but also the chambers, institutions of higher 

education and business development societies often gave the decisive impulses in 

the regions. In order to ensure lasting co-operation, most networks operate, 
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according to their objective, in the form of registered associations (eingetragener 

Verein, e.V.), non-profit limited liability company (gGmbH) or foundations. The 

networks compass general and vocational schools, institutions of higher education, 

funding agencies and institutions offering out-of school education and off-the-job or 

inter-firm training, trade union’s and industry training organisations, adult education 

centres, education funding agencies of the churches, commercial providers and other 

educational institutions, companies, chambers, trade unions, business development 

organisations, education counselling institutions, youth authorities, employment 

offices and other administrations, cultural and socio-cultural institutions, teachers and 

learners. 

 

Due to the fact that the LR programme is defined a bottom up approach, the network 

managers themselves are central for the definition and implementation of regionally 

specified objectives and networks. Mentionably, the managers show a strong 

regional commitment, whereas the networks themselves are interpreted a means to 

an end.11 In addition project managers usually are in close communication with the 

Länder ministries.12

Regarding implementation, in order to ensure that a project involves as many of the 

region’s education stakeholders as possible and is securely anchored in the region, a 

planning phase was first approved. This planning phase could then be followed by an 

implementation phase lasting a total of four years. Of the 54 regions that entered the 

planning phase in June 2000, 40 entered the implementation phase in the year 2002. 

The steering committee gave twelve of the other regions the opportunity to revise 

and upgrade their applications for the implementation phase by November 2002 

(results of the steering committee meeting held in December 2002: ten of the projects 

were allowed to enter the implementation phase, two were turned down). In the 

course of the year 2002

 

 

13

                                                                    
11One of the protagonists during the interview reported that the network building could be interpreted an evolutionary process, 
rather driven by regional factors than pre-given network criteria. This way also non-educational actors have become involved, 
who play a central role by supporting social cohesion, local communication among different beneficiary groups and provision of 
technical environments for learning arrangements. 
12 The communication between networks and Länder ministries usually is not limited to the application stage. In most cases 
investigated there is a day-to-day collaboration, for example regarding the assessment of needs not covered by the LR 
programme and planning for complementary or supporting Länder measures. 
13 It has to be taken into consideration that contrary to the original plannings an additional application stage after 2 years was 
introduced, within which the regional networks had to re-apply for continuation of their projects. 

, another 29 projects from the second tendering round 

entered the planning phase. By January 2003, a total of 79 projects throughout the 
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country were receiving funding under the programme. Due to the high number of 

cooperation partners, these 79 projects consist of about 230 individual projects. 

 
The networks had to raise a gradually increasing own financial contribution of an 

average of 30%, which could be only made in real transfers, whereas calculative 

costs were not eligible. For this reason the networks had to deliver a business plan, 

indicating mechanisms and instruments of allocation, controlling and refinancing. 

Within the framework of the programme, a network was supported for a maximum of 

five years, including planning and implementation phases. 

 

The regional situation was decisive for the formulation of objectives as well as the 

process of implementation. For example in one of the selected objective 1 regions 

intellectually gifted people were defined a preferred target group14

2.2.2 Actors and networks 

, corresponding the 

latent problem of “brain drain”. Due to the bad socio-economic situation in the region 

there is virtually no market for educational products, so own contribution must be 

ensured in very different ways, including donations etc. To the contrary in richer 

regions educational markets could be established and financially stronger sponsors 

could be attracted, enabling multifaceted experimenting also in peripherial areas of 

the educational system.  

 

Especially free VET providers during the past years increasingly got under pressure, 

mainly due to new tendering and training policies of the National labour agency (BA). 

As an effect free providers had made redundant a significant proportion of their 

educational staff and networks were broken down. Therefore for free providers of 

continuing (vocational) training the LR networks also had compensatory function. 

Due to the fact that the new, restrictive BA regulations on continuing training 

particularly had negative effects in the “Neue Bundesländer”, participation in the LR 

programme became vital for training providers in East German regions. 

 

 
First, following the National evaluation report educational providers have developed 

predominant actors within the networks. 162 (35%) out of total 462 network partners 

                                                                    
14 Besides other benificiaries like disadvantaged youth, elderly people etc. 
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included in the questionnaire 2003 are representing either actors in the field of adult 

education, continuing education or regional cooperations of educationals providers.15

1. Information services to increase the transparency of the 
regional education market (internet database etc.) 

 

The lowest value is included for trade unions with only 6 cases of partnership 

involvement. Across all networks the seven most undertaken activities fall into the 

following categories: 

 
2. 155 

 

3. development of new learning arrangements 4. 146 

5. educational marketing 6. 138 

7. needs analyses and analysis of regional education market 
(products, services etc.) 8. 123 

9. vocational guidance and qualification during school-work 
transition 10. 113 

11. dissemination and transfer of results 12. 106 

13. educational counselling 14. 103 

15. development and piloting of curricula 16. 103 

Table 1: Abridged Evaluation report; Forschungskonsortium DIE et al., p 6. 
 

To the contrary the lowest activity in number fall into the following thematic areas: 

 

17. Certification of learning 18. 50 
 

19. Interregional exchange between learning regions, other 
programmes 20. 55 

21. Integration of unemployed persons into the labour market 22. 66 

23. Qualification counselling for organisations / companies 24. 72 

25. Gender mainstreaming 26. 76 

27. Service- and Learning centres 28. 83 

29. Train the trainer 30. 98 

31. Development of quality / quality assurance 32. 99 

Table 2: Abridged Evaluation report; Forschungskonsortium DIE et al., p 6. 
 

                                                                    
15 Due to the fact that the report differentiates by formal type of organisation, it is likely that the percentage of network partners 
with “educational” setting might have been even higher if looked at functional aspects. 
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As Table 1 and 2 show the far most activities were targeting at increasing the 

transparency of the regional education market (particularly by setting up data based 

information websites), followed by development of new learning arrangements and 

educational marketing. Interestingly labour market integration of unemployed people 

and educational counselling of companies are ranking relatively low, which might 

reflect limited impact of the networks in the course of economy and subsequently the 

labour market. In parts this also corresponds observations of barriers and obstacles 

regarding active involvement of regional labour agencies on one hand, as well as 

companies and chambers on the other. As showed elsewhere also trade unions were 

underrepresented in the LR programme. It also showed difficult to enlist local labour 

agencies or chambers due to different organisational cultures and a strong 

institutional self-conception, hindering project collaboration. The involvement of 

companies was seen crucial, but finally had failed due to the increasingly detoriating 

of the economy. By and large the networks have been successful regarding 

horizontal integration, while vertical cooperations appeared to be much more difficult 

to realize. For example pre-school education, which increasingly stands in the focus 

of educational policies could not be mapped into the networks. Moreover the 

successfulness of horizontal integration has led to a main focus on continuing 

training and adult education. 

 

Due to the multifacet conditions of VET in a regional context a variety of coping 

strategies, including handling of transactional costs, mutual learning in the context of 

cooperation among different organisations and institutions, with different 

organisational cultures, practices and conventions were implemented. Up to now this 

knowledge is not shared or capitalized. Undoubtedly the impact of the regional 

network strategy (beyond the demonstration of good practice) could be significantly 

increased by systematizing and strategically valorizing the knowledge in order to 

generalize and feed back into day-to-day networking practice. 

 

Particularly the structure of providers in continuing educational vocational training is 

extremely heterogeneous. Compared to other European systems, the German 

system of continuing vocational training is characterized by its market led approach 

to provision. The consequence is that there is a confusing multiplicity of institutions 
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and offers for continuing education. The reasons for this plurality are the result of 

both historical and educational planning causes. 

 

For example continuing vocational training is offered by employers/ companies, 

private institutions, chambers (“Kammern”), professional associations, academies, 

polytechnics, technical schools, vocational schools, adult evening centres, the 

employers' association, occupation co-operatives, labour unions, church institutions 

and correspondence schools. The literature on the subject makes different 

suggestions as to how this wide spectrum of providers can be categorized. Most 

authors differentiate between public providers not pursuing any particular interests 

and accessible to all (state and communal facilities); free providers (chambers, 

employers' associations, professional associations, churches, labour unions), which 

according to their mandate offer their own continuing education activities to a defined 

group of persons; and private providers (companies and commercial institutions of 

continuing education), which work on a for profit basis. The statistical registration of 

the structure of providers in continuing vocational training still proves to be a 

complicated undertaking. One of the reasons for this is the problem of counting 

because not all the providers are recorded on continuing education databases. A 

further reason is given by the problems of differentiation and categorization between 

the different providers. 

 

2.2.3 Pitfalls and weaknesses 
 

A weakness of the programming framework from the beginning was seen in a 

significant lack of operational definitions of basic concepts. Subsequently the 

programming framework on the different levels was perceived and put into operations 

in very different directions, creating a vast quantity of different learning pathways due 

to varying operational definitions of LRs, while in other cases the operational 

definitions of the programme showed too narrow in scope, ambigious or 

dysfunctional in a certain context. A missing common ground for example showed in 

cases where it was not clear if the regional assignment of networks should be based 

on criteria of spatial planning, socioeconomic indicators, labour market indicators, 

economic developmental plans etc. In some cases the definition of “region” appeared 

to be too narrow to reflect complexity of structures. Some regions traditionally are 



 41 

operating within a transnational context, due to intersecting labour markets, cross-

border mobility and common educational activities.  

 

Secondly, due to concentration on capacity building even in cases where learning 

regions appeared to be successful over time, the learning effect remained largely 

inexplicable or even invisible, failing the minimal condition for learning, the perception 

of learning has taken place. Due to the weak conceptualization causal relationships 

(causes to effects) couldn’t be attributed from within the system and reflection of 

learning process for the most learning regions was out of locus, which in many cases 

didn’t allow for aggreting knowledge gained from practical experience on higher 

levels of reflective knowledge.16

Following the originators of network theory the advantage of networks in first instance 

lies on the “thickening of information” through weak-tied and loosely coupled network 

structures. As for the local context the advantage of networks in addition is seen in 

an increased requisite variety through the differentiation of a multitude of cooperation 

patterns, new complementarity potentials and breaking up of organisational codes, 

 

 

Also it showed that local differences in organisational programmes, cultures, time 

scales and learning cycles led to different developmental pathways and dynamics of 

networks, for example differentiation processes not manageable from one central 

programme structure or policy process. 

 

Not seldomly the LRs remained limited to planned experiments, establishing learning 

niches without broader relevance or developed “islands” without mapping onto 

regional learning systems. Missing connectivity and embeddedness in particular 

became evident in LRs where forward or backward linkages could not be generated, 

for example when higher education institutions or pre-school education showed 

reluctant and didn’t integrate into the programme.  

 

                                                                    
16 If we take the claim of the ‘organisational learning’ programme seriously and view organisations as collective entities of 
learning processes, existing findings give cause for concern, since up to now we only have evidence of ‘simple’ learning 
processes.’ Simple learning consists of an increase in knowledge of rules and results in the ability only to respond rather than to 
initiate: ‘so organisations fail to avail themselves of a means to acquiring a better understanding of their own learning 
behaviour’. Complex learning occurs but at the individual level thus: ‘Self-determined, reflexive learning….. remains the 
responsibility of individual organisation members. The disadvantage of this is that although they have a clear picture of the 
cognitive requirements of their own learning, they cannot appreciate the learning parameters underlying the entire 
organisational process’ (p26). 
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for example between formal learning and informal learning sectors. Unlike this the LR 

programme basically is designed to foster mid- and long-term growth of mainly 

formalized networks, which obviously not only favours collaboration among traditional 

educational institutions and formal learning processes, but also appears highly 

selective at the creation of specific actor figurations. Thus, typically the LRs are 

dominated by players of the adult education and related sectors, which significantly 

limits the overall impact on the education & training curriculum in a region. From a 

distance view the LR programme rather than leading to system change, effects in 

limited “structural” innovation, that’s the emergence of new routines and practices in 

newly appearing educational networks, but with little chance to varying the 

communication codes, figuration and role of actors themselves. Not surprisingly 

stakeholders sketch the development of LRs a “change in persistence”. 

 

The management model (perceived as top-down) introduced in the course of the LR 

programme particularly by the Länder representatives was seen critical, due to 

missing synchronicity with administrative reforms. Most Laender during the past 

years have implemented different forms of new public management, covering 

steering instruments like agreement of objectives, management by objectives etc. 

The LR programme, has shown “bulky”, and foiling administrative modernization. 

Similiar asynchronity was mentioned on the part of the National Labour Agency. Also 

in this case the new programme structures do not fit anymore with the LR 

implementation and steering mechanisms. Undoubtedly in both cases the 

implementation created systemic “bottlenecks” and friction losses, which appeared to 

limit effectivity of processes.  

 

Particularly the mode of degressive financing, introduced as an instrument in order to 

ensure sustainability of networks, during runtime showed a crucial point since 

potentially creating conflict of aims. For example the interim report submitted by the 

National evaluation consortium points out a significant risk of selectively reducing 

educational activities to well funded target groups and fading out disadvantaged 

benificiaries.17

                                                                    
17 Forschungskonsortium Deutsches Institut für Erwachsenenbildung (Konsortialführer), Deutsches Institut für 
Wirtschaftsforschung Berlin, Universität Duisburg-Essen, Ludwig-Maximilian-Universität: Ausgewählte Ergebnisse der 
wissenschaftlichen Begleitung des Programms „Lernende Region – Förderung von Netzwerken“, Bonn 2004, p. 12. 

 Complementary during the interviews the development of either 
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organisational o/and financial coping strategies were mentioned as crucial for 

success or abandoning of networks. Furthermore it was argued that special services 

offered by the networks, for instance educational counselling widely abscond from 

commercialisation and therefore from future perspective will hardly bear on public 

funding. 

 

Evidence for impact on policy formulation can be asserted at different levels: On the 

background of the constitutional restrictions for the implementation of a coherent 

National Lifelong Learning strategy the LR programme created a good example of a 

mutually agreed strategy indicating aspects and correlations that are based, by and 

large, on consensus within the Länder and between the Federal Government  – 

irrespective of their constitutional respective competencies. Obviously the Learning 

regions as a side-effect also developed a laboratory for mutual exchange and 

harmonizing of educational policies between the National level and the Länder. Also 

the experiences and results of the LR programme will be likely to influence the 

agenda of Lifelong Learning policies on the National level. The German minister for 

Research and education in April 2006 has decided on the continuation of the LR 

programme by addressing three thematic areas: building up regional centres for 

educational counselling, development of regional learning centres and integrated 

measures for educational transition phases. 
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2.3 Scaling 
 
Scaling 

1.4. Who are the intended 
benificiaries of the change 
project?  

All (regional educational / VET 
system) 

 

1.5. field of improvement 
(categories’ list)? Where is the 
change project about? 

Strategic aim: Cohesion /synergy 
between parts of the system 
 

In terms of educational products all 
categories are concerned 

1.6. problems to be solved Lack of transparency (of local 
educational markets) 

 

2.2. promotors of change Students (1) 
Parents (1) 
teachers (1) 
VET managers, (3) 
employers, (3) 
local, government (3) 
regional, government (7) 
national government, (8) 
local politicians (2) 
regional politicians (9) 
national politicians, (10) 
local civil servants (2) 
regional civil servants (10) 
national civil servants, (10) 
international organisations (EU, 
WB, OECD) (2) 
trade unions (1) 
employer organizations (2) 

 

2.3 locus of change (local, regional, 
national, Europe) (routines or 
institutions) 

Regional, structural improvement 
(change of routines: cross-sectoral 
networking, change in culture of 
learning) 

 

3.1 radical change: is the change 
radical or incremental (on what time 
scale) 

Incremental type of change Means to an end (towards the 
implementation of lifelong learning) 

3.2 transformational change: is the 
change on reform of existing 
routines/institutions or the creation 
of new routines/institutions 

Creation of new routines on 
intermediate level, but building on 
existing ones on organizational and 
personal level 

 

3.3 introduction of change: is the 
change introduced top-down or 
cooperatively? 

Top down  

3.4 Is there a blueprint, or a 
learning process behind? 

Yes, experience with regional 
development and previous 
programmes in the course of 
lifelong learning 

 

3.5 Which was the trigger for 
change (fire alarm, innovative 
impulse, economic forces, regional 
development, labour market) 

Innovative impulse (few innovators 
on higher administrative levels) 

 

4.1 Who are the actors involved in 
this change project? 

State and non-state actors, 
particularly state and federal 
administration, adult education, 
multifacet players from the VET 
field 

Low engagement of civil society 
sectors, social partners, economy, 
higher education sector 

4.2 What are the patterns of 
interaction for the social actors 
involved in this change project?  
 

Large and by dominated by adult 
education actors on operational 
level, which also determines 
interaction patterns on local level, 
top down communication regarding 
the fulfillment of roles and tasks, 
balance of power among state and 
federal institutional players 

Interaction patterns determined by 
programme definitions, input of 
lower to higher levels 
communcation channeled for the 
purpose of gaining higher level 
(reflective) knowledge at strategic 
levels 
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5.1. How is the power division 
between politics and civil servants 
in the distinctive stages? 

Central role of civil servants in the 
conceptual phase and during the 
formulation of the programme 

Politics interest very low, expertise 
on side of civil servants solely  

5.2 What is the main focus of 
government: ideology (educational 
vision) or efficiency? 

Efficiency of the educational 
system 

 

6 Power play Power play mainly at the allocation 
of resources (local level) 

 

7. Policy instruments: steering 
paradigm 

Funding arrangements  

9: Valuing outcomes of change 
projects 

Continous evaluation and 
monitoring 

However results of evaluation 
perceived critical in the policy 
arena, several iterations of reports 
and filtering of critical results 
towards public information, 
evaluation results only capitalized 
on administrative level (due to 
aggregated knowledge no field of 
use for VET actors) 

10.1. External forces quite low Although co-financed within the 
framework of ESF, no links to 
European policies 

 
10-2; the political system (where in the scheme is your system located) 
 
    civil servants power 
    +   - 
 
2-party system 
(disruption) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Coalition system 
(Stability) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Political 
advisors 

Conceptual 
power with 
civil servants 
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10-3; labour market movements (entrance, mobility): how do they cope with KBS-development (descriptive).  
 
 
10-4; parity of esteem (horizontal and vertical position of VET) 
 
 
 
  Level 5 

(professional) 
 
 
Level 4 
 
 
 
Level 3 
 
 
 
Level 2 
 
 
 
Social programmes 
 
 
 
   Job specificity    general education 

 
 

 

 

2.4 Time table 

 
-1985 1995-2004 1998-2000 2000 2000-2004 2004- 
First experiments with 
regional development 
concepts  

Multifacet 
programmes 
towards the 
implementation of 
lifelong learning 

Scenario 
building 
(federal 
level, 
departments) 

Political 
decision 

Implementation 
of programme 
First phase 

Implementation 
of programme 
Second phase  

Experience from sectoral pilots Bilateral consultations 
on adminstrative level 
(states / federal 
ministries) 

Formalized cooperation Differentiation 
of actor 
structures and 
enwidening of 
thematic areas 
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