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JobTown is a network of 11 localities across Europe, co-financed by
the European URBACT programme for promoting sustainable urban
development.
The JobTown network believes that youth unemployment, poor 
employment and inactivity need to be understood as structural 
problems pre-dating the economic crisis (though severely worsened
by it), and as such must be treated by systemic approaches.
The network understands efforts for the creation of youth
employment and opportunities, and local development strategies, as
ultimately two sides of the same coin.
In keeping with the URBACT approach, each JobTown locality has
established a Local Support Group, as a basis for developing
sustainable Local Partnerships.
http://urbact.eu/
http://urbact.eu/en/projects/active-inclusion/jobtown/homepage/



About this Learning Module4

This Learning Module is the second of a series of
5 Learning Modules to be produced by the
JOBTOWN network, each one dealing with one of
the following themes addressed by the network:
• Developing effective models of

cooperation1

• Making education and vocational education
and training responsive to the needs of the
local labour market 

• Matching employment and demand by
improving analysis and forecast of labour
market evolution and needs 

• Entrepreneurship - support for business
creation and development, self- employment 

• Social economy and resource management:
Innovation and how to do more for less.

This topic – Making Education and Training More
Responsive to the Labour Market – is the subject
of JobTown Second Transnational Workshop, held
in Kaiserslautern, Germany 16-17 October
2013. This publication builds on the contents of
said Workshop, and is also informed by
November 2013 ‘New Skills and Occupations in
Europe: Challenges and Possibilities’ Winter
School, organised by the InGRID2 project and the
Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS) in
Brussels3.

So why this topic? 

In a nutshell, it’s about the seemingly paradoxical
phenomenon – encountered to various degrees
and in different ways throughout Europe –
whereby young people without jobs coexist with
employment positions going unfilled.

Clearly, too many young people have poor
employment experiences and prospects,
stemming, in no small part, from training and
education that doesn’t adequately equip them
to succeed on the labour market and in job
seeking. Consider the OECD diagram below,
neatly summarising the main factors
contributing to rising youth unemployment –
among which skills, guidance and education
issues figure largely.

And of course, large scale youth unemployment
and poor employment is – aside from an
obvious problem (think scarring and hysteresis,
depression, stifled adult autonomy, and so forth)
for those young people directly affected – a
societal and economic problem, affecting
capacity for growth, innovation, the
sustainability of public finances, and a long
etcetera.

1 The first Learning Module focused on developing effective local partnerships for the advancement of youth employment
and opportunity – How to evaluate partnerships effectiveness, How to structure a partnership, etc. – and can be
downloaded in English, French, Spanish, German, Italian, Greek, Polish and Hungarian from
http://urbact.eu/en/projects/active-inclusion/jobtown/news/?newsid=1216

2 https://inclusivegrowth.be/about-ingrid 
3 http://www.ceps.be/ 



Caveat:

There is debate aplenty around the role and
relative importance of supply or demand
factors, in creating and in recovering from our
current economic and employment
circumstances. That debate won’t be settled
here, or even addressed, except insofar as it
seems obligatory to point out a risk that has to
be kept in mind.

That is, much of the problem underlying the
current situation clearly has to do with demand –
a fundamental lack of it. By extension, many
measures and policies based on improving supply
(e.g. education and training) – when the problem
is one of demand and has perhaps become
structural – could have limited potential for
impact; they might be essentially positive in
effect, but lack the calibre to be ‘game changers’. 

Such a consideration must be taken on board, not
in the sense of discouraging the taking of action,
but rather:

• As part of better identifying which actions
make most sense, in one’s own specific locality
and situation.

• To temper expectations, particularly for the
short-term.

Cautionary statement made, it remains self-
evident that education and training are linked to
employment prospects and employability, and
that a skills base is one of the determinate
factors for any business or growth strategy.

So why Kaiserslautern, Germany?

It was no coincidence JobTown held its
Transnational Workshop on ‘Making Education
and Training More Responsive to the Labour
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Market’ in Germany, which is an obvious
reference in linking education, training and the
workplace. In particular the German Dual
Education System is well regarded as an effective
approach, and is receiving a lot of attention in the
current environment, as many countries – in
reaction to the economic crisis, but also to
longer-term shifts in demand and paradigm – are
taking another look at how they do
apprenticeships and vocational education and
training (VET).

Furthermore, the city of Kaiserslautern itself
provided a particularly conducive setting for the
regenerative aspirations of the Workshop
participants. Kaiserslautern is a city that has
pulled itself from an old and decaying economic
model to a new one with a more promising
future; in the past the city was run down, had a
poor image and depended on outdated industrial
activities, and now the place is visibly
regenerated. Kaiserslautern has become an
attractive city with a much healthier economy
and labour market – now much more based on IT
and knowledge intensive businesses.

‘Seeing is believing’, and a concrete example of
a real city coming from a situation which was
frankly not so good, and succeeding in remaking
itself into happier circumstances is obviously
encouraging to others, particularly at a time
when the morale of many is challenged.

So what’s in the following document?

• A review of key skills-related issues and
concerns, and the primary arguments as to the
importance of the skills

• An overview of different approaches to skills
building and matching – largely taken from the
OECD LEED programme’s international
research.

• A selection of insightful cases and effective
practices taken from within the JobTown
network 

• An overview of VET practice and the ‘Dual
System’ in Germany and the possibilities for
transferring said system. 

• Some concluding remarks, drawn from the
whole, on what works.
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1. Skills-related issues

Competition, growth, jobs, recovery
Businesses depend on an adequate skills supply
to stay viable, to compete and to grow.

The following on ‘Why Skills Matter’ is quoted
(with minor editing) from a presentation, made
at a February 2014 JobTown Workshop, in
Rennes, France, by Kieran Ferran, of Oxford
Economics (founded by Oxford University’s
business college), an international firm specialised
in advisory on economic forecasting and
modelling.

Why skills matter:

• Skills are the 21st century ‘raw material’ of
advanced economies

• Globalisation and growing competition from
emerging economies – advanced economies

must compete on skills to stay ahead, cannot
compete on costs – emerging countries are
catching up fast on skills

• Free movement of labour in Europe –
countries and regions are competing 

• New growth sectors are increasingly skills
‘hungry’

• Skills are important for economic rebalancing
and export-led growth

• Skills are an important location factor for
inward investment

• Skills are vital for R&D and innovation

• More highly skilled economies have higher
GDP per capita and productivity

• More highly skilled individuals earn higher
wages and are more likely to be employed
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EU Policy priorities
In terms of European policy, improving skills and
combatting skills mismatches and failure in
educational and training pathways to work is
fundamental – to Europe 2020 goals for
increasing the active population, more innovation
and R&D, improving educational outcomes and
reducing poverty.

Self-evidently, the issue is key to any sustainable
recovery from the ongoing economic crisis and
any credible attempt to keep the EU competitive
in a globalised world.

Furthermore, establishing and implementing an
EU quality framework for Dual Education and
apprenticeships is a self-declared Commission
priority.

Demographics
The simple fact that Europe is aging is widely
known, however the nature and impact of
demographic change is complex:

• Age structure varies a lot across Europe. E.g.
In Germany the aging and projected reduction
of the workforce (unless immigration can and
is allowed to mitigate it) is quite significant –
less in France, and still less in Poland.

• In of itself, a shrinking workforce puts an
upward pressure on wages; all things being
equal wages should go up, and tax revenue
with them4. Of course, other factors do come
into it – e.g. Italy and Poland have shrinking
demographics but no correlating wage
growth.
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• Many, not immediately obvious, socio-
cultural factors affect demographics – e.g.
gender, spouses tend to retire together,
leading to women on average retiring a year or
two earlier than men5.

• The damage to productivity inflicted by a
shrinking active population can potentially be
compensated, to some degree, by the rising
skill rates of the younger workforce.

• Targeted EU labour mobility – i.e. internal
migration of EU citizens with the right skills
sets – emerges as an obvious possible
approach to bridging skills gaps; one in which
the revised Eures European job portal would
logically seek to play a role. However, the
potential impact of such internal shifting of EU
population is limited, as skills shortages are
often repeated in the same sectors across
Europe. This inadequate internal
complementarity logically shifts attention to
the possibility of immigration from outside the
EU.

• Migration is a wild card affecting
demographics; any predictions, of its future
nature and scale, are likely of dubious
reliability.

Inequality and polarisation
While not a simple or homogeneous
phenomenon, growing inequality, and labour
market ‘polarisation’, seems to be a trend across
the developed world.

Michael Ta°hlin, of the Swedish Institute for Social
Research (Stockholm University)6 charts out the
following key characteristics of this general
trend: 

• Youth employment has strongly declined in
several countries in recent decades

• Anxiety over future prospects among Swedish
youth are found to be rising

• The gap between core and ‘marginal workers’
(e.g. youth and migrants) keeps growing.

• Recessions lead to permanent losses in
demand; with each recession, full employment
seems to decline, even after ‘recovery’.

The panorama painted is one where the wage
spread – and thus inequality – between the
high and the low skilled only grows. The future
scenario evoked is one of many low skilled jobs
contrasting with a more fortunate layer of high
skilled positions, and a shrinking middle. 

However, this simple image complicates when
one digs – as does Tomas Korpi, also of the
Swedish Institute for Social Research (Stockholm
University)7. He has graphed data that shows a
fairly stable skills demand picture over the last 15
years in Europe. Generally he finds a sort of hump
in the middle, with demand tapering down on
both sides for high skilled and low skilled people
(see chart below) – i.e. the bulk of jobs are still
vaguely at a middling skill level.

For young people too, he finds little shift in the
level of skills demanded, though for the young
the ‘hump’ is more to the left, meaning a greater
preponderance of lower skilled, lower autonomy
jobs.

It’s possible this relative stability disappears when
a longer-term view is taken – i.e. that the
polarisation is taking place but slowly. Whatever
the case may be, there are significant variables in
skills demand and conditionalities to consider:

• There can be significant variation across
countries, and even regions.

• Trends for ‘Polarisation’ (more highs and lows
in skills demand) and ‘Upskilling’ (general
raising of skills levels) vary greatly by sector.
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6 M. Ta°hlin, “Why is youth employment falling? A comparative analysis of skill matching and labor demand in Europe”,

presentation of November 25th 2013, at Centre for European Policy Studies, Brussels
7 ‘Changing skill requirements - fact or figment?’, presentation of November 25th 2013, at Centre for European Policy
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• Employment and poverty don’t correlate
clearly; even when unemployment was lower,
EU poverty rates still stayed rather flat8. This
would seem to indicate lots of working poor,
or a stable population just not accessing work
(e.g. from workless households, etc.), or
perhaps some combination thereof.

• ‘Over-education’, ‘over-qualification’, ‘skills
demand inflation’ – perhaps difficult concepts
for many to accept. However, consider:

- The rising share of low-skill jobs occupied
by high-skill workers9.

- Education levels are widely rising more
strongly than employment levels, which
could indicate many people are ‘over-
educated’ or have followed a mistaken
educational path to work.

- Young people studying as a second choice
to having a job; in many cases it is a weak
labour market that drives education, not
demand for educated labour. In such cases,
rising education levels become an indicator
of labour market dysfunctionality, not
progress. 
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8 E.g. see: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tessi012&plugin=1 
9 M. Tahlin “Why is youth employment falling? A comparative analysis of skill matching and labor demand in Europe”,

presentation of November 25th 2013, at Centre for European Policy Studies, Brussels

Tomas Korpi (Swedish Institute for Social Research – Stockholm University), ‘Changing skill requirements - fact
or figment?’, presentation of November 25th 2013, at Centre for European Policy Studies, Brussels

– The ‘hump’ more to the middle, in the second graph, indicates lower average levels of job complexity for
young workers than for the general average (above). The trend is fairly constant over time.



Dual education system
• Across Europe there are statistics showing

long-term rises in education surplus
– i.e. evermore educated people who are
unemployed or overqualified for their 
work.

• In Germany and Denmark however, levels
of deficit and surplus in demand and supply
of educated workers remain fairly stable (the
line for ‘gap’ stays relatively flat, see graph
below) – i.e. education is consistently better
linked with employment in these countries.
Both of these countries practice the ‘Dual
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M. Tåhlin (Swedish Institute for Social Research, Stockholm University), “Why is youth employment falling?”,
presented Nov. 2013, CEPS, Brussels

* Ed = education/supply, occ = occupation/demand, gap = gap between skill supply & demand
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• Problem: Establishing a Dual System can only be
a long-term project (though it is perhaps a
good one); it can’t be a short-term solution for
Europe’s immediate youth employment problems.

Education System’ (see chapter 6 below on
the German VET System) and it would seem
credible that this differential is part of an
explanation for their differing performance. 

M. Tåhlin (Swedish Institute for Social Research, Stockholm University), “Why is youth employment falling?”,
presented Nov. 2013, CEPS, Brussels

* Ed = education/supply, occ = occupation/demand, gap = gap between skill supply & demand



2. International overview 
of approaches to building and matching skills

• Strong contacts with employers

• Bringing together employment agencies,
career advisors, education and training bodies
and industry

• Horizontal links across sectors via ‘career
clusters’ at a local level (see example)

Good practice example, ‘Career Clusters’:

• In the United States the Department of
Education through a career cluster
initiative, mapped job profiles across entire
industries so learners and workers could
see how different careers interact.

• Within each career cluster there are several
career pathways from secondary school to
college, graduate schools, and the
workplace.

• Maryland started working on career
sectors and clusters in 1995 so as to
develop programmes extending from high
school to colleges, universities and
beyond.

• 350 business executives in ten different
sectors were brought together to inform
education policy makers about their
bottom line – how they made money and
what they needed to be successful.

• Cluster Advisory Boards were set up
around each cluster to advise on what skills
were needed in each, and build educational
curricula around these.

See:
http://www.oecd.org/industry/Local%20Stra
tegies%20for%20Youth%20Employment%20
FINAL%20FINAL.pdf 

And
http://skills.oecd.org/useskills/documents/ca
reerpathwayandclusterskilldevelopmentalocal
casestudyfromtheus.html 
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The JobTown network has enjoyed the support of
the OECD’s Local Economic and Employment
development (LEED) Programme10 in
identifying case studies and best practice
relevant to its goals and concerns. Most of the
following section on ‘Approaches’ is taken from or
built upon the inputs we received from the LEED
programme in support of JobTown’s second
Transnational Workshop, held in Kaiserslautern,
Germany, October 16-17 2013.

i) Career guidance, pathways and
ladders

Good career guidance from an early age is critical
in helping children and young people think about
career options.

Common problems:

• Budget cutbacks

• Teachers without:

- Relevant experience and training

- Knowledge of local/regional/national career
options, growth sectors and routes to
employment,

- Contacts with local employers

• Guidance coming too late, when youths are
already set on a career path 

• Education systems that do not provide work
experience opportunities. 

What works:

Essentially, solutions revolve around good
knowledge and advice that is easily accessible,
and variations upon better connecting and
coordinating among the key actors concerned.
E.g.:

• Detailed advice on careers, salary,
qualification requirements

• Services available online

• Employment services working closely with
schools 



ii) Working with employers 
and stimulating demand

While admitting the necessary proviso that
education is about preparing people for life, not
just work – education clearly does need to
understand the world of work and equip young
people for it. Put starkly, an education eroding
one’s life chances and which is a path to
demoralising life experiences of poor or failed
inclusion into the labour market is ipso facto not
a good education.

So, education and training need good linkages
with the world of work and employers – which
can be a challenge to achieve and/or maintain. 

Common problems:

• Employers are not involved in the setting of
school & training curricula, and not consulted
by education or employment policymakers

• Young people without useful skills – large
numbers of unemployed or underemployed
graduates with skills not matching available job
openings

• Young people lacking basic generic skills
required for any workplace

• Employers eager to blame ‘the system’ for not
providing ready for work job candidates, and
not being willing to invest in training their
employees

• Qualification inflation

• Talent flight

What works:

• More creativity in looking at young people’s
qualifications – particularly from higher
education. Translating graduates’ skills and
competences to match the needs of
employers. Helping young people to think
more broadly about their qualifications and
where they could lead

• Helping SMEs to better identify their
recruitment needs

• Bodies that effectively mediate between
employers, education providers, employment

centres, government and other relevant
community groups

• Designing training programmes on the basis
of successful outcomes (i.e. graduates
finding employment), not previous course sign
up rates (i.e. popularity)

Good practice example, 
‘Reverse Marketers’:

• In Australia there are people known as
reverse marketers. These are people who
actively market job seekers to potential
employers where vacancies haven’t been
advertised and who refer jobseekers into
these jobs.

• While not uniquely about working with
young people, the practice stimulates
demand for labour and can create
vacancies and match people to these. 

• It’s in the best interest of marketers and
their long-term credibility, to market the
appropriate candidate for the job, so the
marketer is disconnected from the
jobseeker (who only has direct contact
with an employment consultant) to make it
less likely that they’ll push an unsuitable
candidate, due to personal sympathies.
This also serves to strengthen their
business connections.

See:
http://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/Local%20Job
%20Creation%20IRE%20-
%20Draft%20Final%20Master%20-
%20FINAL.pdf 

iii) Specialized assistance 
for disadvantaged youth

Groups like ‘young people’ or ‘NEETs’ encompass
a vast range of different people and
circumstances; tighter differentiation is
necessary for any meaningful or operative action
to be taken.
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Common problems:

• Disadvantaged youths are less likely to use
mainstream services

• Employment and guidance services are
resource intensive

• Causality involves a wider range of problems
than just employment – there can be multiple
barriers

• Success can be hard to demonstrate

What works:

• Specialised and targeted assistance

• Holistic approach to overall life circumstances

• Adult figures who understand the youth’s
background and who have faced comparable
problems

Good practice example, ‘Bladerunner’:

• In British Columbia, Canada, the
Bladerunner programme is a highly
tailored support programme for young
people with multiple barriers to
employment who have left home, left
school early and don’t have the skills
needed to look for or stay in work. 

• Participants do a 3-week training course,
which then facilitates job placements, with
the ultimate goal of long-term integration
into the labour market.

• The important adult figure is the
BladeRunner co-ordinator, who generally
comes from the community and has faced
similar problems. This figure brings the
participant to work, introduces them and
acts as troubleshooter, while also linking
them to other social service providers.

• There is a strong emphasis on 24/7 (24
hours a day, 7 days a week) support, for as
long as needed.

• Evaluation of outcomes indicates success.

See:
http://www.oecd.org/industry/Local%20S
trategies%20for%20Youth%20Employme
nt%20FINAL%20FINAL.pdf

iv) Non-formal education
and job search

Fortunately, learning doesn’t only take place in
schools.

However, there are challenges to taking the
fullest advantage – particularly in terms of job
search – from:

• Non-formal (organised, non-class-based
learning – ‘learning by doing’, etc. – typically
without certification) and 

• Informal learning (learning from life itself –
i.e. from one’s various experiences and
activities).

Common problems:

• Young people don’t have developed networks,
through which to find out about unadvertised
jobs.

• Youths often do poorly in the interview
process, and other aspects of the job seeking
process 

What works: 

• Job search assistance is the most cost-
effective way to get the more job ready
young people into work – e.g. workshops on
CVs, how to contact employers, etc.

• Youth work and organisations are effective in
building important generic (or ‘soft’) skills and
in strengthening social networking

• Validating skills acquired non-formally and
informally, and teaching youths to identify
and explain such skills to employers. 

Good practice example:

The Belgian ‘C-Stick’ system consulted
employers on what generic skills they need
and value and shows young people how to
identify and describe, in a structured way
recognised and understood by employers and
job centres, the skills they have acquired non-
formally and informally.

See: https://www.salto-
youth.net/downloads/4-17-
2316/InclusionThroughEmployability.pdf? 
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3. Skills – the Employer’s Perspective

An example of an employer’s
perspective – The Port of Tilbury, a
JobTown stakeholder

As an employer, the Port of Tilbury’s present
and future depends on a suitable skills base in
its local population – in Thurrock, UK. The
following outlines their approach to building
and replenishing that base, and what they
have found – through practical experience –
to work best.

The Port’s position is that ensuring a good supply
of skills is all about local partnerships and
collaborative approaches. Accordingly, all the
programmes they are involved with are delivered
in partnership.
The port is vital to the local Thurrock economy.
More generally transport and logistics, as a
sector, is a cornerstone of both the local and
regional Essex economy; it already employs a
considerable part of the population and is
growing strongly.
The predominate pattern is one of local people
developing their skills as they work their way up
within the company; 55% of the port’s senior
management started on the shop floor at the
Port, and are local residents.
Accordingly the Port of Tilbury puts a lot into
local outreach, by working with schools,
colleges, charities, and offering internships, work
experience placements and employment to local
people.
The company also lobbies central government –
pushing its ‘Skills Agenda’, which advocates
training that is:

• Demand led and scalable
• Guaranteed High Quality
• Accessible
• Adaptable
• Value for Money
• Commercially Sustainable

Key problems this employer faces: 
• Transport and logistics, as a sector, suffer

from lack of attractiveness, at both lower

and management levels. Thus there is a
difficulty in getting the needed talent and
employees. This is a fundamental problem
encountered throughout Europe, regarding
the trades and technical careers.

• The skills needs of the sector are gradually
increasing and evolving, staff will need up-
skilling and multi-skilled profiles. Conversely,
too much of local population is low skilled and
has a culture of low educational attainment.

• The business faces a fundamental
demographic problem; the workforce is aging
dramatically and the company suffers a low
intake of replacement labour. Not enough
young people are entering the sector, which
coupled with an ageing workforce could lead
to crippling labour shortages in the future. The
data:

- 10% of the workforce is aged 16 -24 years

- 49% is 25-44 years

- 41% is 45 years and over

Comparable dynamics are found throughout
the sector, and to varying degrees throughout
Europe (notably, the impact of demographics
on the economy and labour market is a
looming problem in Germany’s foreseeable
future).

• UK companies do not work enough with
colleges and universities to address skills
needs. Offer, programming and coordinating
need to improve. The figures and problems:

- Only 16% of British logistics companies use
Further Education colleges for teaching or
training – the all sector average is 28%

- Universities are only used by 5% of
logistics companies.

- 57% of companies use local or specialist
training providers.

- There is a generalised lack of coordination
in logistics education among schools,
colleges and employers.

- There are not enough Further and Higher
logistics education facilities in Thurrock; the
deficit is projected to last till 2021.

- Content is inflexible and does not meet
employers’ needs.
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- Delivery is inflexible and does not match
the needs of an operation that functions
24/7 all year round.

- Time and bureaucratic delays for delivery
of new qualifications.

- Inadequate training facilities and
technology.

- Inadequate quality of training.
- Lack of funding for non-mandatory

vocational qualifications. 
- Education and training offer is driven by

supply factors (existing personnel,
materials etc.) – over demand.

Example initiatives by this employer,
addressing the above problems:

Thurrock Skills Programme
To deliver the programme, the Port of Tilbury
partners with:
• Thurrock Council (municipal government)
• Jobcentre Plus (central government’s

employment support services)
• National Skills Academy Logistics
• Ixion Holdings – part of Anglia Ruskin

University
Main figures:

• 7 cohorts of Pre-Employment Training,
have been delivered (as of October
2013) to local job seekers – referred by
Job Centre Plus.

• 100% of participants have successfully
completed the programme and obtained
the warehousing qualification.

• All participants are guaranteed a job
interview with a Port employer at the end
of the programme, and 85% have thus
far been offered jobs at the Port.

• From the first wave of graduates, about
45% are still in steady employment at the
Port – i.e. and no longer on Job Seekers
Allowance. As part of any evaluation of
this success rate, the above figure has to
be compared with the 3.6% success
rate of the UK government’s current
‘Work Programme’ (figure refers to
2013) in getting people off benefits and
back into work. Admittedly, government

could probably argue that the comparison
between the two programmes is not as
straightforward as that (various
extenuating factors, complexity of cohort
entering programme, etc.); even so, the
starkness in the different outcomes
cannot, be ignored. 

Port of Tilbury Logistics Traineeship:
The Logistics Traineeship seeks to: 
• Equip young people to participate in

apprenticeships and pathways to quality
employment

• Build the skills base for the transport and
logistics sector.

The Port partners with:
• Thurrock Council 
• UK National Apprenticeship Service
• UK Chartered Institute of Logistics and

Transport (CILT)
Traineeships last a maximum of six months and
provide:
• Work preparation training, e.g. interview skills

and CV writing
• Support to improve literacy and maths skills
• A high-quality work experience placement – 6

weeks to 5 months

Other Port of Tilbury programmes:
• Higher apprenticeships in International

Logistics – developed with Anglia Ruskin
University and Ixion. 

• Supply chain Management qualifications 
• Mandatory Qualifications: (non-funded)

such as Licence Acquisition, and a range of
specialised vehicle operator certifications.

• Pathway Qualifications: such as Supply Chain
Management (developed with DHL and
GlaxoSmithKline), various apprenticeships, and
qualifications in Leadership & Management or
Technical and Safety matters.

• Vocational Frameworks: Traineeships,
Advanced and Higher Level apprenticeships,
Foundation degrees etc. 

For more info: Simon Harper, Training &
Development Manager, Port of Tilbury,
simon.harper@potll.com 
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4. Mentoring 

Mentoring, the practice of which is widely on the
rise, is effective at inculcating skills and
capacities, and at improving employability and
inclusion – and this has come to be a widely
accepted view. For example, the Second
Entrepreneurship Barometer (produced by EY and
the G20 Young Entrepreneurs’ Alliance11 argues:

• Mentorships are a way to expand and facilitate
people’s networks.

• Mentorships and informal training are
invaluable to entrepreneurs, and
entrepreneurs rely on such networks of
mentors, contacts, and associations.

• Mentoring should be provided along with
capital. Capital without mentorship is lost
capital.

• Mentoring is easier to facilitate when
participants are in close geographic proximity
– i.e. it is a particularly suitable approach for
local level initiatives and actors.

Aside from the, widely recognised, benefit of this
practice for the ‘mentee’, there is a dimension of
benefit to the mentors themselves, and to
society as a whole.

For instance, mentors frequently describe
drawing a sense of fulfilment from performing
said role, perhaps contributing to self-esteem, a
feeling of connectedness and so forth. There can
be active aging-type benefits – e.g. in cases
where retirees mentor the younger. More
generally, by stimulating and validating the value
of volunteering, mentoring as a practice can
contribute to the vitality and valorisation of civil
society. These two-way or collateral benefits
should be included in any consideration of the
value and worthwhileness of setting up a
mentoring programme.

An example of civil society centric mentoring

Kaiserslautern, Germany (whose university is a
member of the JobTown network) offers an
example of an approach to mentoring which
relies on local civic engagement. 

The programme – ‘Mentoring Young People for
Entry into Professional Life’ – has been
functioning there since 2003, and is interesting
as a mix of civil society and public sector
drivers. It is jointly run by a partnership made up
of the city’s Economic Development Agency,
volunteer groups and church groups.

The mentors themselves – there are usually
around 15 or so of them active at any given time
– are a varied group; they range from young
professionals to people past retirement age,
some have quite academic qualifications and
some come from the trades.

While the contributors are volunteers, they are
clear about the need to follow professional
standards and practices. For example, there is a
continual revision of the kind of support that is
given, with a view to keeping up with changing
local circumstances (new labour market demands
etc.), and adapting to whomever is providing the
mentoring. The intention is to keep the system
flexible and operative

Evaluation is straightforward and transparent;
the mentors set targets that are compared, in
monthly meetings, with the actual outcomes
achieved.

The mentees are taken on visits to companies
and/or are familiarised with further education.
Much of the thrust of the actions is about
strengthening mentees’ networks, connections
and general ability to access services, institutions
and suchlike. 

The approach is quite personalised; the principle
is that each young person taken on has a name
and his or her own story. These youths are often
high-risk profiles – long-term school failure,
institutionalised upbringing and so forth. 

The programme and its practitioners –
particularly the volunteers – are motivated by a
moral insistence that these young people are not
to be left behind by their own society.

Information and contact:
www.arbeitsmarktmentoren.de
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5. Youth Employment Agency – ‘all under one roof’

“The different services that deal with young
people, and professionals with diverse expertise
concerning young people, all need to coordinate
their activities and, ideally, come together to
develop a holistic plan around individual young
people. Such a combined approach has the
advantage of considering the different facets of
a young person and of efficiency… reducing
overlap, repetition and waste... 
Such an approach also has the advantage of
influencing change in how the different services
involved work”
– Goldring and Guidoum, Inclusion Through
Employability – Key Approaches in Youth Work,
SALTO Youth Inclusion Resource Centre,
December 2010
Kaiserslautern’s ‘Youth Employment Agency’
offers a straightforward example of such a local
approach to integrating different services aimed
at the same young people. Following an ‘All Under
One Roof’ policy, the Job Centre, the
Employment Agency and the Youth Welfare
Office were all brought together into a single
facility.
Doing this has indeed afforded the practitioners
involved a more holistic and complete – and thus
more effective – understanding of the young
people they are working with, and allowed for a
more efficient use of resources.
Now, the agency functions as a single contact
point, with two streams – one for over 25s and
one for under. Key to how the integrated services
work is the internal communication structure; a
steering group makes the operational decisions,
and there are various working groups, set up
around different themes.

Meetings follow a regular structure, whereby
staff engages in joint meetings and cross-
service planning concerning specific cases.
Likewise, staff from the different services
receives joint training and so forth. The Agency
emphasises that the actions and plans of each
service are to be transparent to the others.
Public appearances and external communication
are done together.
Such integration allows services to coordinate
personalised approaches to specific young
people. Primarily, the agency works with young
people who are undergoing long-term
unemployment or are badly employed (i.e.
working poor). The aim is to get them into
employment, better employment or on a path to
decent employment through training – and
thereby, to establish their own autonomous, non-
dependent lives.
The young people concerned typically have no, or
quite low, qualifications and ‘multiple placement
obstacles’ – e.g. debts, drugs, mental illness,
homelessness, etc. The ethos is one of overall
integration, understanding labour market
inclusion as a key element of a larger project –
i.e. a holistic view. 
Accompaniment is intensive and sustained. 
Social, pedagogical, financial help is demand
driven, adapted and supplied according to each
individual case – i.e. it’s not a single established
‘care package’ or set of packages, but a
diagnostic process.
Following the logic of a holistic approach, other
actors are brought into the process, as needed
– e.g. school services, legal support, addiction
counselling, childcare, etc.
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6. The German VET System

In many OECD countries there has long been a
perception that vocational education is ‘less
good’ education, or a second rate option, in
terms of career path and life chances. In
accordance, practices such as apprenticeships
had widely been left to decline or were
abandoned altogether – being viewed as
‘outdated’ and so forth.

However, throughout Europe and North America,
there is a broad trend emerging, whereby society
is collectively taking a second look at vocational
education and training (VET), and at those
instances where VET is still robust and effective.
Notably the so-called ‘Dual System’ – as
practiced not only in Germany, but also in the
Netherlands, Denmark, Austria and Switzerland –
has been attracting a lot of interest. 

Accordingly, the following is provided as an
introductory overview of just what the Dual
System is and how it is practiced in Germany
(with the following section addresing issues
around the transfer of the system elsewhere).

Key to the German ‘Dual’ system is that it
enables young people to gain the requisite work
experience for entering the labour market, as it
combines paid, in-company work – typically 3-4
days a week – with school-based learning –
typically 1-2 days a week.

The system is essentially about ongoing
triangular cooperation between companies,
schools and government; with government being
the overseer and driver of the whole process. As
such:

• National government sets the general
framework and regulates the in-company
training.

• Regional government regulates the vocational
schools.

In practice, the whole process of cooperation,
learning and apprenticeships is deeply embedded

in local labour markets and communities. 

Input from employers is fed directly into curricula
and course design. The idea is to guide learning in
terms of real world job requirements. Likewise,
the model – of continuous communication
between concerned actors – is meant to
facilitate quick reaction to new developments
and changing trends. 

One downside of this clear ‘real world’
connection is that the offer of apprenticeship
placements in companies rises and falls with
swings in the economy; at times there may be
more students than positions available, or vice
versa.

The system is meant to be transparent, in that
standards and requirements for a given
qualification are public and clearly articulated.

The educational approach focuses on continual
revision and a balance of specialist skills,
workplace social competences and general
abilities. (See diagram below.)

Companies and schools are responsible for
practical implementation and decide teaching
methods – i.e. the system is flexible and not
highly prescriptive towards front-line
practitioners.

At the start of the vocational training, the
apprentice (average age 19 at beginning) signs a
contract with the company, stipulating duration
of training and probationary period, qualification
to be obtained, vacation entitlement, rights,
duties, etc. The contract is registered in the
relevant Chamber of Commerce.

The duration of such a traineeship is typically 2-
3.5 years.

Multiple pathways are possible. For instance,
some students may choose to go through
vocational training as a step towards university;
importantly, they are not trapped in only one
possible educational route once they have begun.
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22 7. Transfer of the Dual Education System

While reforming Vocational Education and
Training (VET) is no ‘magic bullet’ for creating
needed growth and jobs, making VET and
apprenticeships work better is clearly an element
of any strategy for tackling youth unemployment
and lack of opportunity.

The Dual System – as practiced in Austria,
Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and
Switzerland – is generally recognised as a
significant contributing factor to those countries’
vibrant competitiveness and relative success at
including young people into their labour markets
(i.e. low youth unemployment).

The system is demonstrably effective as a:

• Public-Private Partnership (PPP) for
financing VET

• Means for keeping National Occupational
Standards (NOS) aligned with the changing
needs of the economy.

For those elsewhere – from Spain to Sweden –
interested in acquiring the advantages of the
Dual System, an obvious question arises: ‘Can it
be copied?’
The answer is ‘yes and no.’
That is, the German Dual System is a product of a
host of factors too numerous to attempt to list
fully, e.g.: German society, history, business
culture, etc. Cloning such a complex ecosystem
and attempting to graft it into a quite foreign
environment is self-evidently a failing
proposition.

Essential Principles
That said, the Dual System rests on a set of core
principles that – happily – are valid not just for
Germans; applying or strengthening these
principles is a credible approach to improving an
existing VET system elsewhere:

• Learning through real work in a real workplace

• Cooperation of government, educators,
industry and social partners

• Observed national standards
• Qualified VET-providers

• A stable research-based advisory system
guiding the practice

The starting point for adapting or reinforcing the
above elements – in any given place – is a
diagnosis of the current condition, in said place.
The conclusion of this diagnosis will outline what
the needs and gaps are in that place, and, by
extension, what the place’s reforms need to focus
on and prioritise.

For example, somewhere with an essentially
school-based VET would want to look at how to
work a second (i.e. dual) ‘real world’ learning
venue into the programme. They would then
want to identify and start with the more
promising early adopters – typically a cluster of
advanced companies who already have an
interest in contributing to, and benefiting from, a
dualised VET. 

A common barrier is employers’ not being familiar
with the system and not understanding what
they ‘get out of it’. Overcoming this is slow,
hence the expediency of starting with early
adopters.

Available Support

The German Federal Institute for Vocational
Education and Training (BIBB in its German
acronym, see: http://www.bibb.de/en/) – run by
the German Federal Ministry for Education and
Research – provides a range of services to
national governments and other national bodies
(sector platforms, business or training bodies,
etc.) outside of Germany, in support of: 

• Modernisation of legislative frameworks

• Cooperation between schools, enterprises
and other training locations

• Development and modernisation of standards
for professions, training and examination
procedures

• Establishment and expansion of VET research,
e.g. early identification of changing demands
for qualifications

• In-company training staff qualifications 

• Organisational development for vocational
training and education institutions, and related
institutions 

• Development of teaching and learning
materials
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The BIBB provides such services by coordinating
contributions from a range of German
stakeholders interested in international
cooperation – ministries, social partners,
representatives of the Länder, etc. Such
cooperation is handled through the
‘International Cooperation and Advisory

Services/Central Office for International
Cooperation in VET’ (also referred to as ‘section
1.2’), of the BIBB’s Department of
Internationalisation of VET and Knowledge
Management.

For more information:
http://www.bibb.de/en/1870.htm



24 8. Concluding remarks

When it comes to making education and training
more responsive to the needs of the labour
market, there are certain commonalities that
emerge about approaches that are successful.

What works:

• Involving employers, understanding their
needs and building rapport.

• Qualified trainers/educators familiar
themselves with the labour market and its
demands. Training for trainers and educators. 

• Learning through real work in a real place of
work.

• Locally based approaches. Cooperation
embedded in local labour markets and
communities. Proximity.

• Responding to skills demand by developing
and providing training via partnership –
among businesses, education and training
providers, public administrations and any other
relevant actor.

• Good advice and information about career
paths and studies, easily accessible when it is
needed. 

• Labour market analysis and forecasting,
that is reliable and actionable – i.e. current and
about the local-regional areas citizens move
about and make choices in, useable by public
administrations and training/education bodies
to make informed investment and planning
decisions.

• Tailoring to specific young people.
Specialisation and personalisation of services
and approach (e.g. job ready, and not job ready
youths benefit from very different measures).

• Accompaniment that is intensive and
sustained. 

• Transparency – e.g. among services,
regarding who does what, or regarding
standards and what different qualifications
mean. 

• Mentoring, and more generally adult figures
who understand a youth’s background and
perspective.

• Holistic approaches – i.e. not seeing
employment in isolation (e.g. interconnected
with social, family, cultural, health issues,
dealing with multiple barriers etc.) –
coordinating different services that affect the
same young person – involving a range of
stakeholders (e.g. schools, employers, police,
health providers etc.).

• Developing training offers on the basis of
outcome, not course popularity – i.e. avoiding
lots of hopeful people signing up to courses
that get them nowhere.

• Involving civil society, which is win-win,
because it helps the target group and
reinforces social fabric and generates
‘collateral’ benefits – e.g. social connectivity,
empowerment, citizenship, self-esteem,
active aging, etc.

• Learning to explain skills. Validating skills in a
way meaningful to employers – all skills:
generic skills and specific qualifications,
acquired formally, non-formally or informally.

In closing, and in keeping with the final point and
the need to argue and explain well, consider the
following video, produced by the German
Confederation of Skilled Crafts12 to raise
awareness – in a way both trenchant and droll –
of the value and importance of the trades and
craft professions.

See here: http://youtu.be/uEr518Mn3E8

12 Video provided courtesy of the German Confederation of Skilled Crafts/Zentralverbandes des Deutschen Handwerks eV
(ZDH). – ©This video is copyright of the ZDH and may not be used for commercial purposes.
The original video, other materials and more information are available at: http://www.handwerk.de/  For audio-video
downloads:  http://www.kampagnenmaterial.handwerk.de/index.php?id=35 
For more on the Confederation, see: http://www.zdh.de/en/ 



URBACT is a European exchange and learning programme
promoting sustainable urban development.

It enables cities to work together to develop solutions to
major urban challenges, reaffirming the key role they play
in facing increasingly complex societal challenges. It helps
them to develop pragmatic solutions that are new and su-
stainable, and that integrate economic, social and environ-
mental dimensions. It enables cities to share good
practices and lessons learned with all professionals invol-
ved in urban policy throughout Europe. URBACT is 300 ci-
ties, 29 countries, and 5,000 active participants.

www.urbact.eu/jobtown


