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Abstract

“Work-based learning” is positively valued by young people as a form
of professional specialization and a rapid transition to the labor
market. But the economic crisis has changed the trajectories of labour.
Trajectories have been segmented. Today, a broad period of
uncertainty in employment is accepted as normal, as well as a form of
successive approximation to job stability. This study has been based
on the statistical data of the MCVL and in five discussion groups with
young people from 16 to 34 years.

Resumen

El «aprendizaje basado en el trabajo» es valorado positivamente por
los jévenes como una forma de especializacion profesional y de
transicién rapida al mercado de trabajo. Pero la crisis econémica ha
cambiado las trayectorias laborales. Las trayectorias se han
segmentado. Hoy se acepta como normalidad un amplio periodo de
incertidumbre en el empleo, asi como una forma de aproximacion
sucesiva a la estabilidad laboral. Este estudio se ha basado en los
datos estadisticos de la MCVL y en cinco grupos de discusion con
jovenes de 16 a 34 afos.
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INTRODUCTION'

The objective of this work is to analyze the
transition process and the trajectories of
young people, aged 16 to 34, in the labor mar-
ket. This transition is considered to be an im-
portant aspect within the framework of active
employment policies of the European Union
(European Commission, 2015). Therefore, the
idea of “work based learning” (WBL) is espe-
cially relevant in order to adapt to current em-
ployment training. It is assumed that “work
based learning” (an idea that is based on the
functionalist approach, which we do not
share, but which is useful for this study) facil-
itates the learning of competencies that are
required for specific work positions, thereby
facilitating a rapid labor transition for young
workers, given that they can learn with the
technology and the work organization of the
company where they carried out their training.
At the same time, companies will benefit since
they will be supplied with a select labor pool
thanks to this training and this will lower their
costs for recruitment, search and selection
(European Commission, 2015). Furthermore,
the articulation between the education system
and the productive system will also serve to
improve the suitability or correspondence be-
tween training and employment (1983), a cur-
rent suitability that is quite debatable (Martin
Artiles and Lope,1999; Planas, 2016), as
demonstrated by the widespread phenome-
non of over-education with respect to the em-
ployment. This promotes our perspective that
training is not synonymous with work but rath-
er, itis a factor that offers proximity to distinct
employment forms.

On the other hand, from a perspective of
active employment policies, it is assumed

1 This article is part of the research project: «Impact of
company training in young people’s career paths. Pro-
posal for the improvement» (ref. CS02015-68134-R, AEI/
FEDER,UE), financed by the Research State Agency and
Regional Development European Fund. Pilar Carrasquer
and Oscar Molina have also participated in the project.

that company training shall also contribute to
the improved trajectories of young people
throughout their life cycle. However, we can
anticipate that these trajectories have not im-
proved during the recent economic recession
period. To the contrary, uncertainty, precari-
ous employment and low salaries have char-
acterized an entire decade (2007-2017).

Our goal is to examine a type of trajecto-
ries of young people (extracted from statistical
data of the Continuous Professional Life Sam-
ple of the Social Security) and the discourse
provided by the same, their meanings and
connotations with regards to the transition be-
tween school and work, as well as with re-
gards to their own trajectories. The analysis of
training and apprenticeship contracts and
work experience contracts are two elements
of said transition. Work experience agree-
ments between educational centers and com-
panies are also important. A priori, it is as-
sumed that these forms of transition via
training contract or agreement will facilitate
the young workers’ labor integration and job
stability and will improve their working condi-
tions.

In the analysis of the discourse of the
young people, we have identified distinct tra-
jectories, perceptions and assessments of
the role of in-company training. Both the sta-
tistical data as well as the discourse analysis
obtained from the discussion groups have
led to the distinguishing of three distinct tra-
jectory types: unstructured, semi-structured
and with expectations of success. Currently,
these three trajectories appear to be quite
distinct from those that Casal et al. (2006a)
classified as early success trajectories in the
90s. Therefore, we should ask ourselves: have
the transition mode to the work force and the
types of labor trajectories changed for young
people? What relationship exists between
the distinct trajectories and the segments of
the labor market?

In short, this article is divided into four
sections. In the first section, we propose a
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theoretical framework, the conceptual uses,
the hypothesis and the methodology. In the
second section, we offer a statistical typolo-
gy of the selection criteria to create the pro-
files of the discussion groups that were car-
ried out. In the third, we analyze the discourse
of the three groups and the findings with re-
gards to the main hypothesis. Finally, in the
fourth section, we offer some conclusions.

CONCEPTUAL USES

Work-based learning

The “work based learning” (WBL) concept is
defined as the distinct procedures used to
achieve the objectives of learning of the skills
and competencies linked to the labor market
(European Commission, 2015:13). This work
based learning encompasses numerous
forms in the European countries; therefore, it
is a useful concept when discussing the dis-
tinct training traditions, given that it does not
only include Dual Training, strictus sensus,
but also the work experience systems used
by companies. WBL has the purpose of ac-
quiring technical knowledge, as well as the
learning of standardized behavior, the acqui-
sition of knowledge regarding interdepend-
ence in the performing of activities, the rec-
ognition of the common activity in the
company and the training of reference groups
and labor market connection networks.
These are relevant aspects in the conception
of employment policies, although they are
rarely established as such. In short, WBL is
collective, it provides an in-group transfer of
knowledge, as observed by Marhuenda et al.
(2010:156-157) and it also includes ongoing
training in companies that promotes changes
in work requirements (CES, 2015).

The “work based learning” concept — in-
spired by the theory of human capital and with
a suitability orientation (Planas, 2016) — allows
us to focus our attention on the young people
having training and apprentice or work expe-
rience contracts, which at the same time,

means considering young people with distinct
education levels. The selection of this concept
is quite broad, but at the same time, it is quite
defined, given that it refers to Dual Training in
its distinct accepted versions, as well as to
work experience via agreements between ed-
ucation centers or universities and compa-
nies. The WBL concepit fits in with the theory
of Transitional Labor Markets (Schmid and
Gazier, 2002), which also facilitates the follow-
ing of the trajectories of the youth. On the oth-
er hand, this concept appears to be of special
importance in the active employment policies,
especially in the inspiration of programs such
as the Youth Guarantee (European Commis-
sion, 2015).

Transition and trajectories

Transition and professional insertion may be
simple or complex (see Casal et al. (2006b),
with regards to the itinerary and level of train-
ing of the young people. The means of transi-
tion may be diverse and imply distinct strate-
gies, such as simple and fast labor insertion,
which is generally associated with low educa-
tion levels or early school abandonment. Or, it
may be complex, with successive stages, in-
volving the development of strategies by the
young people. In this case, the strategies de-
pend on the professional specialty, the re-
quirements of the work position, the opportu-
nities and family support of the study period.
The transitions also depend on education
level, social and cultural capital, in such a way
that some individuals can model their transi-
tion to the labor market more easily, as com-
pared to others with less studies and limited
social capital (Stauber and Walter, 2006).

Labor trajectory may be defined as a set
of changes in professional category position,
with advances, setbacks or stagnation oc-
curring during a specific time period or
throughout the life cycle (Horan, 1974). Thus,
we speak of trajectories with upward or
downward mobility. Similarly, labor trajectory
refers to horizontal mobility, understood as
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the change in activity or territory sector due
to work causes (Spillerman, 1977). Labor tra-
jectory may be an indicator of the opportuni-
ties offered by a society to its working age
members. Thus, relatively structured labor
trajectories have been a characteristic of the
Keynesian/Fordist employment model, since
they offer a transition that is somewhat well
adjusted to school and work and, subse-
quently offer upward development of the tra-
jectory, as reflected by the gradual improve-
ment in professional category and income,
especially amongst men.

Nevertheless, since the 80s, the transfor-
mation of the Fordist employment model to-
wards a more flexible model has brought
about changes in the transition modality. Ac-
cording to many studies (see Casal et al.
2006a; 2006b), it is possible to distinguish
between six transition modalities for young
people based on a dual axis spatial distribu-
tion: 1) time of transition and 2) adjustment of
expectations. That is, an imaginary horizontal
line referring to the transition time, such that
in one end, there is the early transition (in labor
and emancipation terms) and in the other,
there is the delay in said transition. In the ver-
tical axis, we find the adjustment of expecta-
tions, which ranges from simple to complex.

1. Early success trajectories. This type of very
rapid trajectories towards professional posi-
tions of success is related to university de-
grees, accompanied by rapid professional
insertion and family emancipation. Here, we
are not examining the issue of family eman-
cipation, although we are considering labor
trajectory. We find that this modality is com-
mon in a stable and expansive economic
context, such as that of the 90s. However,
during the middle years of this decade, Casal
et al. (2006a; 2006b) already suggested the
idea of trajectory with successive approxi-
mation, for young people having university
studies that were gradually receiving training
and experience in the work position.

2. Working class or laborer trajectories. The
previously cited studies (following Willis
1988) identified this trajectory as a form of
rapid transition from a short scholastic train-
ing, which includes low professional qualifi-
cation positions. The acceleration of the la-
bor insertion is linked to a pattern of fast
family emancipation, however, today, in the
context of the economic recession, this
emancipation is neither fast nor stable. The
volatility of temporary employment and other
forms of flexible employment have contribut-
ed to these trajectories being intermittent,
with multiple entries and exits from the labor
market, with rotation between contracts and
changes of sector and companies.

3. Precarious trajectory. This trajectory is de-
fined by a temporary work contract, by vul-
nerability in the employment and the risk of
unemployment and by the limited accumula-
tion of professional training.

4. Erratic or block trajectories. This trajectory
identifies individuals who have spent years
outside of the training and employment cir-
cuits, who have been unemployed for long
periods and have a low level of employability.
This modality may be similar to that referred
to as the “unstructured trajectory”, in the
sense that it presents difficulties in training
and stable insertion. This unstructured tra-
jectory, together with the precarious one, has
a lengthy transition time and limited expec-
tations.

5. Finally, Casal et al., (2006a; 2006b) distin-
guished a trajectory of family affiliation, refer-
ring to young people who develop a transi-
tion that is linked to the continued practicing
of a family-based activity, such as small busi-
nesses, small companies, etc.

The transition modalities and trajectories
are ever-changing and depend on the institu-
tional context; therefore, they are also histor-
ic (Busemeyer, Trampusch, 2011). Today, it
appears that the trajectories are neither line-
ar nor predictable, but rather, are variable
and fragmented (Furlong et al., 2006). The
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move towards a society of knowledge
(Schmid, Gazier, 2002), and the flexible
post-Fordist model, together with the severe
crisis, have all influenced the development of
transition modalities and trajectories. Today,
the adjusted expectations of young people
have become a major problem and we pro-
pose that this adjustment be examined
through discussion group discourse. Per-
haps the idea of “simple expectations” men-
tioned by Willis (1988) has extended to both
young people with low education levels as
well as those with a higher level of studies.
Another element is that, in general, transition
time appears to have extended.

Polarization of the trajectories or labor
market segmentation?

On the other hand, international research has
found that in the trajectories of young peo-
ple, there is a trend towards polarization;
thus, it is expected that the current crisis
would cause a distancing from the employ-
ment conditions as compared to the older
workers. We can characterize this as an “in-
ter-generational polarization” derived from
the segmentation of the labor market (Hurley
et al., 2013). Young people are included in
flexible labor markets, with atypical and pre-
carious employment forms with respect to
the previous generations that basically had a
stable employment model.

A second trend is the growing “inter-gen-
erational polarization” in the trajectories of
young people belonging to a same genera-
tion (Hurley et al., 2013). This second polari-
zation has increased during the crisis period.
The increase in precarious employment of a
low quality and of unemployment between
2007 and 2017 appears to profoundly mark
the trajectory of young Spaniards. Thus, Verd
and Lopez (2013) sustain that “inter-genera-
tional polarization” is less frequent than as
suggested by the research, while “intra-gen-
erational” is not in itself polarization, but rath-
er, it is a form of segmentation. The causal

factors link together both the variables used
by the segmentation theory (age, gender,
study level, origin, etc.) as well as other
structural variables (sector, company type,
etc.) that are also used by this theory (Mufiz,
2012; Miguélez, Lopez-Roldan, 2014). Thus,
WBL may favor the trajectories of the young
people, especially of the highly educated and
those working in specific activity sectors. But
it may also lead to job instability and these
young workers remaining in low quality jobs,
as suggested by the transitional markets ap-
proach (Lassnigg, 2011). The perspective of
some with respect to their trajectory is linked
to their labor position, but also to education
level and class origins, influencing both as-
pects.

General hypothesis

Based on the European Union employment
policies, it is anticipated that participation in
WBL would improve the school-work transi-
tion and labor trajectories, favoring upward
labor mobility based on the training received
throughout their trajectory in the company
(such as improved professional category,
contractual stability, salary increase, etc.);
although this improvement depends on the
labor market segment, the activity sector and
company size.

Specific hypotheses

H1. The transition from early success for
those with university studies appears to be
transformed into a prolonged and successive
transition period, due to labor instability.

H2. The trajectories of precariousness ap-
pear to be extended as the weight of the sec-
ondary segment of the labor market increas-
es.

H3. The discourse of the working class in
the sense of rapid transition and practical
learning based on work continues to be im-
portant, but there is also increased middle
class discourse based on merit and individ-
ualism.
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In short, the study of transitions between
contracts resulting from training and appren-
ticeship contracts may be necessary in order
to contrast the efficiency of WBL policies.
The fact that some of the trajectories result-
ing after the first apprentice contract are un-
structured and erratic may be explained not
only by the low education level but also by
the context of the major economic crisis and
by the fraudulent use of training and appren-
tice contracts and work experience con-
tracts.

Methodological approach

This study is based on an approach taken
from the labor market and not from the soci-
ology of education perspective. The trajecto-
ries have been studied from two distinct ap-
proaches: 1) from the structures that
condition the careers, such as the activity
sector, labor market segmentation and the
availability of job position vacancies (Muhiz,
2012); and 2) from the actor, his/her subjec-
tivity, strategy and interaction with institu-
tions. Therefore, on the one hand, for the
examination of the structures, we perform a
statistical analysis of the data from the
MCVL2. And, on the other hand, we examine
the subjectivity based on the discourse from
the discussion groups.

The MCVL consists of 1,202,387 individ-
uals who are representative of the set of
workers affiliated with the Social Security
system; therefore, it is sufficiently large so as
to have a very low margin of statistical error:
for a confidence level of 99%, the margin of
error is 0.09, assuming that P=Q=50%. The
sub-sample, once cleaning the registrar data
and filtering out only the young people be-
tween the ages of 16 and 34 years contains
238,181 individuals.

2 We wish to thank Professor Pedro Lopez-Roldan for
the preparation of the data matrix of the MCVL, as well
as for the preparation of the variables for their exploita-
tion.

Furthermore, we have used a two-phase
cluster analysis. This tool permits us to work
with a large number of data, such as that of
the MCVL, or to discover groupings based
on a data set, which facilitates the construc-
tion of criteria to select the discussion groups
that will be treated later. This procedure al-
lows for the obtaining of an automatic num-
ber of clusters or to select a specific number
of the same. Similarly, it has allowed us to
create cluster models with both categorical
and continuous variables.

The cluster analysis does not offer a
unique result; rather, the result depends upon
the combination of variables and the selec-
tion of number of groups; therefore, we have
conducted distinct tests. The variables se-
lected are indicative of labor trajectories of
upward and downward mobility. Similarly, the
discussion groups include training and ap-
prentice contracts as well as work experi-
ence contracts. The inclusion of both con-
tract types has been important for the study
of the school-work transition, such that it has
been useful in deciding the profile of the dis-
cussion groups that we shall analyze later.

In the selection of variables, we have used
two criteria: a theoretical one (trajectory con-
cepts, vertical and horizontal mobility) and
another, of parsimony, with the selection of a
group of continuous variables. With the MCVL
data, we study the trajectories for the 2007-
2015 period based on the following continu-
ous variables: the number of labor contracts,
the number of contractual relations in the
same company and the number of contractu-
al relationships in distinct companies. These
variables reveal the great mobility, of stability
or of volatility, of youth employment.

On the other hand, regarding mobility, we
use the variable of variations in professional
categories in contracts, which reveal the ver-
tical mobility (upward and downward). With
respect to the horizontal mobility, we have
used two variables: change of province and
change of activity sector.
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The variable education level is especially
relevant, given that it is linked to the two
types of contracts being studied: training and
apprentice contracts for young people under
the age of 30 with low education levels and
work experience contracts, for youth having
upper level vocational training and university
studies.

In the second phase, based on the con-
glomerates derived from the MCVL, we have
conducted three discussion groups with dif-
ferent trajectory types between 2007 and
2017: unstructured, semi-structured and hav-
ing a perspective of success. In all, 26 individ-
uals participated and we carried out a content
analysis of the expressed discourse. The dis-
course analysis was carried out using Atlas.ti,
permitting us to construct categories to char-
acterize the discourse of the trajectories.

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS

In Table 1, we compare the contractual rota-
tion and labor mobility of the employee set
with that of young people between the ages
of 16 and 34, observing that during the 2007-
2015 period, young people have experienced
a greater employment rotation and more la-
bor mobility. In other words, the young work-
ers have had more contractual relations in
the companies in which they have worked
and more contracts in distinct companies.
Both indicators highlight the employment in-
stability and the brief nature of the contracts.
Likewise, the young people have experi-
enced more changes in professional catego-
ry, with upwards and downwards mobility, in
their successive contracts, demonstrating
the vulnerability of their professional status.
Finally, young people also are found to have
a greater horizontal mobility, with more
changes in the sectors and provinces where
they work. In short, these indicators reveal
the great contractual flexibility and huge em-
ployment volatility of young people during
the severe crisis period.

Classification analysis

The analysis of classification by similarities in
the MCVL has allowed us to construct three
clusters: the first represents 10% of the
youth that have had an unstructured trajec-
tory between 2007 and 2015; the second
cluster is the largest, representing 64% of the
young people who have had a semi-struc-
tured trajectory; and the third cluster repre-
sents 25% of the youth having a trajectory of
success during this period.

Unstructured trajectories

Unstructured trajectory is the cluster in which
we find the most unstable employment. In this
cluster, employment rotation and volatility
have been very high between 2007 and 2015,
with a greater number of contractual relations
with the employing entities (mean number of
contracts equaling 34.3), highlighting the suc-
cession of temporary contracts having a very
short duration. Here we also find a high num-
ber of company changes (9.83), changes in
activity sector and changes in contract with a
different professional category. These indica-
tors highlight the fact that young people have
experienced great contractual instability, with
much horizontal mobility between precarious
contracts as well as a high volume of tempo-
rary employment (72%).

Similarly, vertical mobility has been signifi-
cant here, with changes in ascending and de-
scending categories in the catalogue of ten
labor categories registered with the Social Se-
curity system, especially amongst the laborers
(who represent 28%), 1st and 2nd officials (16%)
and 3rd (15%). These workers move in the low-
er categories of the scale, in addition to having
oscillating movements (up-down) here, to
which it is also necessary to add their frequent
unemployment periods. All of this indicates a
lack of continuity in the employment and an
unstructured trajectory, due to a low training
level and given that the successive contract
changes have not permitted the consolidation
of a clear professional profile for these workers.
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TABLE 1. Contractual rotation, vertical and horizontal mobility 2007-2015

Contractual rotation

Number of contractual relations in

Young people 16-34 years ofage 9

the companies where they worked

Number of different companies in

which they worked

Vertical mobility: upwards

and downwards professional category

Number of descending changes in

professional category

Horizontal mobility: geogra-

phic and sectorial where they worked

Number of changes in activity sector

Number of ascending changes in

Number of changes in province

Total workers 6.7
Young people 16-34 years of age 3.9

Total workers 3

Young people 16-34 years of age 1.2

Total workers 0.7

Young people 16-34 years of age 1
Total workers 0.7

Young people 16-34 years ofage 0.7
Total workers 0.5

Young people 16-34 years of age 2

Total workers 1.3

Source: Author’s own creation from MCVL data (2015).

In this group, the training and apprentice
contracts have been quite limited (7 %). Here,
precarious employment has been common
for the young people working in the sectors
of commerce, hospitality, agriculture and
fishing, amongst others as well as in small
companies with less than 25 employees.
These tend to be youth having primary and
secondary school studies, sometimes even
school dropouts and the gender composition
tends to be practically mixed.

Semi-structured trajectory

The second cluster has studied professional
training and baccalaureate studies, is the larg-
est of all of the clusters and is characterized
by having a semi-structured profile, with less
temporary employment during this period
(47%) in comparison to the unstructured
group (72%). Here, the number of contracts
between 2007 and 2015 is only 5.53 and the
number of companies is also notably less at
just three. The time spent in a situation of
unemployment is less than in the previous
cluster, between the years 2007 and 2015 it

was 170 days as compared to the 340 days
for the unstructured trajectory.

The majority of the apprentice and train-
ing contracts are in this cluster (93% of
them). Education level is also medium-low
and there are more men (54%) than women
(46%); but the main difference here lies in the
activity sector: these trajectories are found in
sectors such as manufacturing, energy, con-
struction and hospitality. The most frequent
professional categories are laborers (24%),
officials of 3rd (17%) and officials of 1st and
2nd (17%). That is, similar to the previous
cluster, but with a greater stability in the em-
ployment.

Trajectory with expectations for success

The third cluster is characterized by a trajec-
tory with the expectation for success, defined
by greater employment stability: it is the one
having the most days of full-time open-ended
contracts (948) between 2007 and 2015. The
differences lie in the activity sectors, with this
group containing jobs that demand a higher
education level and level of qualifications,
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TABLE 2. Clusters according to trajectories for young workers between the ages of 16-34 (2007-2015)

Unstructured Semi-structured .
Cluster name . - Success trajectory
trajectory trajectory
Cluster distribution 10% 64% 26%

Company size

Sector

Education level

Gender

Transition

Changes in professional category

Ascending professional category
changes

Descending professional category
changes

Labor contract changes
Changes in province

Changes in activity sector
Number of different companies

Number of contractual relations in
the company where working

32% 1 to 10 workers

15% 11 to 25 workers

31% Commerce and re-

pairs; 16% Hospitality;

10% Agriculture and

fishing

27% primary studies

40% secondary studies

52% Women
48% Men

Temporary Contract
(Training/Apprentice

contracts 7%)

9.74

4.9

4.79

2.61

3.74

8.19

9.83

34.3

42% of 1 to 10 wor-
kers; 15% of 11 to 25
workers

34% Commerce and
repairs; 18% Manu-
facturing; 14% Hos-
pitality

48% secondary stu-
dies; 27% primary
studies

54% Men
46% Women

Training/Apprentice
Contracts 93%

1.37

0.73

0.69

0.21

0.32

1.25

3.02

5.53

31% Over 500 workers

15% 101-250; 12%
251 to 500
38% Business servi-

ces; 30% Healthcare;
18% Transport and
communications; 16%
Education; 8% Public
Administrations

54% University

37% Men
63% Women

Work Experience Con-
tracts: 100%

1.6

0.69

0.7

0.3

0.51

1.49

3.19

8.98

Source: Author’s own creation from MCVL data (2007-2015).
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GRAPH 1. Spatial distribution of the trajectories
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such as services to companies, healthcare,
transportation, education and public adminis-
trations. Furthermore, in this cluster a signifi-
cant difference is observed in gender distribu-
tion (63% women, 37% men).

Another important difference is that this
trajectory tends to occur with employees in
large companies of over 250 workers or
those of over 100. Large companies have a
greater opportunity to offer professional ca-
reers given that they have more complex or-
ganizational charts with jobs in distinct pro-
fessional categories, opening up more
opportunities for the young workers to devel-
op their careers. The professional categories
registered in the Social Security system are
high, including engineers (17%) or techni-
cians (18%). In this cluster, there are many
workers with university studies and the ma-
jority (55%) of the work experience contracts
are found here, given that for this contract

type (according to the law) includes a higher
training cycle or university studies.

Multiple correspondence analysis

The analysis of multiple correspondence al-
lows us to offer a spatial representation of the
trajectories and to distribute the discriminat-
ing variables based on a center (represented
by a zero), which is the result of the crossing
of two axes or dimensions. The first dimen-
sion is represented by a horizontal line defined
by the education level, with universities at one
end and primary school studies at the other
end. The vertical line represents the activity
sector. The variables having the most discrim-
inating weight that characterize this spatial
distribution are, in order, the activity sector
(0.644), professional category (0.532), educa-
tion level (0.314), duration of the labor relation
(0.295), company size (0.168) and gender
(0.068). The variance explained is 68%.
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The success trajectory has a complex
itinerary until reaching the highest profes-
sional categories (engineers, degree holders,
technicians, managers, etc.). In the ascend-
ing mobility leading to these categories, level
of university studies is discriminating. Suc-
cess is not premature or fast, as occurs in the
model by Casal et al. (2006a). Today, ascend-
ing mobility is most likely successive and
complex, via contract renovation, going from
temporary contracts to stable ones, chang-
ing company and sector, participating in
training and professional requalification pro-
cesses. To reach these positions, it takes
between one and five years, as we will see in
the analysis of discourse from the discussion
group.

The semi-structured trajectory has a
somewhat longer transition mode, affecting
the intermediate professional categories, as
officials of 1st, 2nd and 3rd; with professional
training and secondary school studies. This
group receives training from the company, as
seen from the discussion group; but its tra-
jectory is less complex; perhaps in its initial
transition phase, they have brief contracts
and later, somewhat longer work contracts.

Finally, in the unstructured trajectory,
which affects the professional categories
having the lowest education level, the transi-
tion is simple. The contract duration tends to
be of a short duration: less than three months,
between three and six months, and nine
months, which is indicative of the very pre-
carious nature of the employment. In fact,
less than 72% of the members of this group
have had temporary contracts between the
years 2007 and 2015.

DiSCOURSES ON THE TRAJECTORIES
IN THE DISCUSSION GROUPS

Regarding the general hypothesis, it is found
that each of the three trajectory groups has
its own discourse, differentiated, given that
the members of each of the trajectories has

a slightly different social origin profile, dis-
tinct modalities of transition between school
and work, a distinct formal education level
and distinct types of company training. How-
ever, they do share certain similarities.

The following table reveals the frequen-
cies for all of the categories in each of the
trajectories, without a quantitative purpose,
but rather, to characterize the discursive dif-
ferences of each trajectory. Overall, the cat-
egory registering the greatest frequency is
that of expectation of professional growth
which generates company training. The sec-
ond category is that of credentials, especial-
ly for those having professional training stud-
ies and university education, who are those
that tend to insist the most on the accredita-
tion certification of the company training to
improve their power of negotiation with the
management of the same. Third, the hidden
CV is important for those having university
studies: in the job interviews, questions tend
to be asked regarding other non-formalized
knowledge. Fourth, the upward mobility
(change of professional category) is also im-
portant, given that it also would imply an im-
proved salary, as well as social recognition
and prestige. And, fifth, the idea of suitability
of the initial training to the job position is an-
other variable of a functional nature that is
mentioned in the discourses.

Discourse in the expectation of success
trajectory

In the success trajectory, the most important
category is that of the work experience
agreement between universities and compa-
nies, given that it constitutes a turning point
to define professional specialization and tra-
jectories. Those included in this trajectory are
distinguished from the others by their educa-
tion level, by the holding of qualified jobs
and, as a result of this, by the greater impor-
tance that they give to the training received
in the company that generates upward mo-
bility perspectives. For this trajectory, the
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TABLE 3. Most frequent categories in the discourses according to labor trajectories

Unstructured  Semi-structured  Success Total
1. Suitability of the initial training to the job
position 50% 50% 100%
2. Accreditation credentials training 14% 41% 45% 100%
3. Hidden CV 3% 94% 100%
4. Professional growth expectations 43% 55% 100%
5. Upward mobility 57% 43% 100%

Source: Author’s creation with Atlas.ti.

learning of crosscutting competencies (atti-
tudinal and behavioral) plays a major role, as
does the capacity for communication and
teamwork, among others. In this group, dis-
course related to gender is common, specif-
ically by some of the women in the group,
with the discrimination that arises from gen-
der roles for their labor trajectories, as well as
the weight of the domestic workload on the
possibility of accessing training. However,
success is not precocious; it arrives with de-
lays, in successive stages, with changes in
contracts and in professional categories.

Discourse in the semi-structured
trajectory

In the semi-structured trajectory, the most
frequent discourse category is that of train-
ing and apprentice contracts, which create a
major turning point in their transition to the
labor market. Another turning point involves
the transition from a temporary contract to a
stable one. But the training received by the
company is important, especially for those
who have held training and apprentice work
contracts, marking the difference with re-
spect to the unstructured trajectories. The
young people included in the semi-struc-
tured trajectory have a relatively fast transi-
tion to the labor market and a good part of
them begins working at the age of 15 or 16.
In part, their transition is simple and in part,
it is semi-complex, if we are to follow the
terminology used by Casal et al., (2006a). It

may be considered semi-complex since part
of this group receives welcoming training in
the company or completes work experience
in it, based on agreements with their educa-
tion center. This implies a certain structuring
in the transition process of these youth to
the labor market, having the expectation of
attaining contractual continuity and job sta-
bility, in line with the traditional expectation
of the working class trajectory; that is, it is a
fast and “learn as you work” labor insertion.
Similarly, in the semi-structured trajectory,
the working culture discourse shares ele-
ments, such as those of “camaraderie”
among others, with those suggested by Wil-
lis (1988). Here, in the discussion group,
there are many indications from the young
workers, who refer to the help received from
their colleagues, in order to learn the tasks,
or to handle problems in job performance
when their solutions have not been indicated
by supervisors.

The training received in the company by
the young workers with a semi-structured tra-
jectory is imparted differently to the previous
group, which may possible be explained by
several factors, such as a higher degree of
institutional formalization in the job transition,
the existence of cooperative school-company
agreements, the existence of work experience
contracts, a higher education level, and, sure-
ly, since this group holds more qualified job
positions as compared to the workers having
unstructured trajectories.
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Thus, in this trajectory, we find that the
forms of WBL are based on the fact that the
training is accompanied by a tutor, which in
the case of the school-company agreements,
should follow and assess the learning ad-
vances (in addition to relying on another tutor
in the education center). In this case, the
work experience training is a part of the aca-
demic curriculum and may be evaluated. In
this group, it is found that the young people
take some informal learning initiatives, such
as “on-line” learning with YouTube, or decid-
ing to consult instruction manuals, engaging
in training outside of the company, consult-
ing with a colleague, etc.

Discourse in the unstructured trajectory

For the unstructured trajectory, of youth having
a low education level, the most frequent cate-
gory is that of coaching in the job position,
which indicates that these young people do not
receive training, but rather, simple and brief
coaching in their work position, given that
these are low qualification positions. The tran-
sition is simple and fast, in accordance with the
notion of the previously mentioned working
class trajectory. The transition takes place at
very early ages, between 16 and 20 years, fre-
quently linked to low education levels or early
school drop out. But its relationship with em-
ployment is not continuous, via temporary con-
tracts, informal employment, unemployment,
changes of companies and sector and very
little welcoming training, in the form of coach-
ing. Therefore, the trajectory may be qualified
as unstructured and with difficulties in accumu-
lating training in the job site.

GENERAL HYPOTHESIS CONTRASTING

With regards to the general hypothesis, we
find that it is not necessarily evident that par-
ticipation by young workers in WBL facili-
tates the transition to the labor force and
improves the labor trajectories (as assumed
by the EU policies) since it depends on struc-

tural factors such as social origin, education
level, type of learning and, most of all, com-
pany size and activity sector. The transition
and the trajectories depend on the segment
of labor insertion.

However, the training and apprentice
contracts have a dual assessment by the
youth. On the one hand, they are positively
assessed by a specific age cohort (16-20) as
the initial form of labor insertion. These con-
tracts are important in the transition, not only
as WBL but also as a form of socialization
and a link to a reference group that may pro-
vide them with a sense of affiliation and use-
fulness.

But there is also a very critical attitude
when these contracts are mere forms of tem-
porary hiring with intense work, without any
links to training and as a means of cheapening
the cost of labor. The fraudulent use of these
contracts, which has been noted in diverse
studies (Fernandez, 2009; CES, 2015; CCOO,
2015), is present in the discourse of various
groups. Work experience contracts are valued
more positively, given that they are intended
for individuals with university studies and are
linked to medium to high professional catego-
ries. Thus, these contracts may open the
doors to ascending mobility in young people
who offer optimistic discourse with expecta-
tions of success. For this group, the turning
point in their trajectory took place earlier, via
the work experience agreement between the
university and company.

Specific hypothesis 1

With regards to the first specific hypothesis
(H1), no early success in labor insertion and
ascending mobility was observed in the young
workers with university studies, as was ob-
served in the 90s by Casal et al. (2006a). To-
day, the transition is successive, with a turning
point taking place in the practical work expe-
rience that permits the youth to outline their
professional specialization, followed by a
work experience contract and later, by suc-
cessive temporary or even open-ended con-
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tracts, with changes of company and sector.
Perhaps the context of the severe economic
crisis has prolonged the transition period and
the stages of its trajectories for many young
people, regardless of their education level. We
can deduce that education level and origin of
class strongly condition the transition to the
labor market, the period in which it takes
place, at an early or later age; dropping out of
school or continuing one’s education and go-
ing on to university; immediately entering the
labor market or waiting to have better training
and a stronger CV, as highlighted by Stauber
and Walther (2006). But, generally speaking,
today the labor trajectories are not linear be-
tween the school and work, or between work
positions. That is, they are not predictable: the
trajectories are ever more fragmented, com-
plex and successive, having implications on
the ongoing training across the life cycle (Fur-
long et al., 2006).

Specific hypothesis 2

The precarious nature of employment has
marked the unstructured trajectories, and in
part, the semi-structured ones. The growing
precariousness of employment is a fact that
has been confirmed during the crisis period
and has accentuated the segmentation of
the labor market (Marhuenda et al. 2010;
Martin Artiles, 2014; Verd and Lopez, 2013,
among others). In this way, no polarization
appears to have occurred in the trajectories
in terms of winners and losers, but rather, a
stratification or segmentation of labor trajec-
tories in the context of strong uncertainty
which has marked the 2007-2015 period.

Specific hypothesis 3

We have verified two discourse directions: one
whose narrative is that of the working class
(see Willis, 1988) and the other that is more
linked to the “middle class”. Here, we should
emphasize that these are discourse directions
and not of belonging to the working class or
middle class or of working class or middle
class trajectory. The working class discourse

has been identified with the fast transition to
the labor market, at very early ages, some-
times dropping out of school and as a simple
form of transition in which it is anticipated that
one shall learn while working. On the other
hand, in the middle class discourse (or new
middle class discourse) we have seen that the
incorporation into the labor market occurs lat-
er on, after the age of twenty since the young
people continue their studies. The transition
may also be gradual, combining periods of
study with sporadic jobs, seasonally, but it is
anticipated that one will learn by studying and
working, receiving training from the company.

In the working class discourse, the idea
of learning while working appears; it is a
pragmatic concept to apply the knowledge
acquired with which these young people
hope to learn through coaching or training
in the company (WBL). The training or ap-
prentice contracts are highly valued by
some of them, since they have permitted
the improvement of their knowledge and
have allowed them to reach some expecta-
tions, such as having a stable job, remaining
in the company, improving their profession-
al category, etc. But ascending mobility has
a short pathway in terms of professional
category, from laborer to official of 3rd, offi-
cial of 2nd and official of 1st, as seen in the
previous pages.

In contrast, the middle class discourse is
characterized by a longer training period
and higher degrees (university and upper
level training cycle studies). Also, because
the company offers these young people
welcoming training, co-financed training
outside of the company (courses, Masters,
etc.) and contributes to generating success
expectations. These young people have a
more optimistic, individualist discourse of
trust in the assessment of merit. Therefore,
the certification and accreditation of their
training is important as a competency in-
strument, of professional updating and as a
means to adjust to the changing employ-
ment conditions.
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TABLE 4. Working class vs. middle class discourse

“Working class” discourse

“Middle class” discourse

Transition

Training

Expectation

Suitability or credential

Trajectory

Origin

Fast transition: first labor insertion 15, 16
years (informal or formal)

Simple transition

Early school abandonment.
In-work training; assessment of the prac-
tice, applying acquired knowledge

Coaching and training in the company

Positive assessment of training and ap-
prentice contracts

Negative contract assessment
Positive assessment of school and com-
pany agreements

Expectation of job stability

Upward mobility of a short path: worker
to officer of 1st, 2nd and 3rd
Expectation adjustment at early age

Expectation of suitability to work position.
Limited awareness of the accreditation in
the unstructured trajectories

Unstructured
Semi-structured

Working class

Delayed transition: long study period. First
insertion at 20-24 years

Complex transition, gradual

Long formal study period
University studies. Second cycle FP
Welcome training in company

Positive assessment of work experience
contracts

Positive assessment of work experience
agreements between university and com-
pany

Expectation of success based on creden-
tials, degree

Individual expectations, idea of merit
Upward mobility expectation, bosses, hig-
her categories: technical, engineers, degree
holders, directors

Delayed expectation adjustment

Importance of the degree, training accredi-
tation and certification

Semi-structured
Trajectory with expectation of success

Working class
Traditional middle class
New middle class

Source: Author’s own creation.

Finally, regarding social origin (defined by
the parents’ position), the discourse of the
working class appears in the groups that
have been identified as being of this origin,
but the middle class discourse also appears
amongst the youth of this origin when having
high education levels; as well as in the dis-
course of the traditional middle class youth
and those of the new middle classes. In oth-
er words, the individualist discourse has got-

ten through as a value of the working class,
although with certain nuances.

Simple transition versus complex transition

The simple transition is found in the group of
unstructured trajectory and that of the work-
ing class. For this group, the transition is sim-
ple and fast to the extent that, immediate
labor insertion is sought, initial training is lim-
ited and there is no welcoming training of-
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fered by the company, which only provides
workers with some coaching in the job posi-
tion during a brief learning period. Therefore,
we can deduce that in the “simple” form, the
young people desire an early labor insertion,
but their low education level and limited qual-
ifications may subsequently hinder their tra-
jectory. These youths are subject to succes-
sive employment changes as well as
changes in contract, company and sector, to
the extent that unemployment periods, in
such a way that the simple and brief inser-
tions occur throughout their trajectory.

The semi-structured trajectory group has
a semi-complex transition, linked in part to
prior professional training: at times they are
inserted in their job via the agreements be-
tween the education center and the compa-
ny while at other times, through training and
apprentice contracts. The company offers
welcoming training or coaching in the same
job position. The transition time is not very
long and, in the discourse, they describe
practices such as a rapid transition path.
For this group, the turning point in their tra-
jectory is passing on to a stable contract
and is not linked to a training period, as oc-
curred in the trajectories with expectations
for success.

On the other hand, the group of trajecto-
ries with expectations for success has a
complex transition, with a long transition pe-
riod between their education and the compa-
ny; given that the level of qualifications de-
manded by their work position requires
regulated training and specific training that is
linked to the position. The transition is made
through agreements entered into by the
training center and the company and through
work experience contracts. The transition is
complex because the time is longer, linked to
the obtaining of degrees, credentials and the
accumulation of experience, leading to the
generation of expectations of professional
progress in terms of qualifications and pay-
ment.

Expectations adjustment

The adjustment of expectations is an impor-
tant aspect in the transition and in labor tra-
jectories and implies the adaptation of the
expectations of the young workers with the
specific reality of their job position, profes-
sional category, payment and social prestige.
In the unstructured trajectories, expectations
are low and focus on finding a stable job, but
without any expected upward mobility or
professional improvement. The adjustment
of expectations takes place at a very early
age, given that their transition is also very
fast, occurring between the ages of 16 and
20, in accordance with that which we have
referred to as the working class trajectory
profile (Willis, 1988). The self-esteem of the
members of this group tends to be low, as is
their social prestige.

In the semi-structured trajectory group,
the expectations also refer to job stability
and the aspects related to training and
requalification are not always important. Sim-
ilarly, the profile is in line with that considered
to be the working class trajectory, implying
that these individuals learn by doing and gain
work experience. The adjustment of expec-
tations is also very rapid, implying a certain
degree of conformism, since it is important
to have a job and if it is open-ended, even
better. For this group and the previous one,
in their discourse, the normative work organ-
ization contributes to socializing their disci-
plined work behavior.

The group of trajectory with expectations
of success sustains an argument that is
based on continued training effort and the
recognition of individual merit. In the exam-
ined age cohort (20-34 years), the group still
sustains a major expectation of success; the
reason why training offered by the compa-
nies is valued and sought out and why they
have self-learning initiatives. The trajectory is
complex and represents efforts of training,
degree obtaining and accreditation, as well
as mobility between companies and, at
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times, sectorial and even geographic mobili-
ty, until achieving employment opportunities
that imply upward mobility with professional
category promotion. But success is not al-
ways soon to come, as sustained by Casal
(1999) and its delay may be explained by the
limitations resulting from the major econom-
ic crisis. Furthermore, the fact that this group
tends to have university education generates
high expectations (Planas, 2016), although
the economic context may also influence the
adjustment of individual expectations and
affect their behavior. It is possible that the
university graduates who have not had any
prior work experience may experience a ma-
jor shock with a reality that does not adapt to
their expectations.

SOME CONCLUSIONS

What has changed due to the economic cri-
sis? Perhaps, the expectations of the so-
called working class trajectories have
changed: precarious employment generates
a sort of resigned realism (of “normality”), a
certain acceptance of the limited framework
of opportunities; this is of special signifi-
cance in the unstructured and semi-struc-
tured trajectories. This is not the case with
the trajectory of expectations of success,
where individual strategies are appreciated.
During a certain period of their life cycle,
young people maintain individualist expecta-
tions with regards to their professional ca-
reers, economic income and social prestige.

On the other hand, during this crisis peri-
od, early success appears to have disap-
peared. In earlier years, this success was
associated with those having university stud-
ies and it has been substituted by a success
of successive approximation which is related
to the idea of learning throughout the life cy-
cle, characterizing the current knowledge
society: thus, the importance of continuous
training for the trajectory group having ex-
pectations of success.

Nevertheless, the trajectories are not only
determined by the individual actor, their edu-
cation level and strategies. Even more signifi-
cant are the structural factors such as activity
sector, company size and vacant professional
categories. We have found evidence that the
primary labor market segment, where the
large multi-national companies and activity
sectors such as finance, public administra-
tion, education and healthcare are located,
may offer or limit professional opportunities.
Some of these structural aspects have been
corroborated in other studies (Mufiz, 2012;
Miguelez and Lépez-Roldan, 2014; Martin Ar-
tiles, 2014). To conclude, not only are the ine-
qualities of class reproduced in the transition
and in the trajectories, but furthermore, labor
market segmentation limits said trajectory,
which may become trapped in a limited mo-
bility path. Our critique is that striving individ-
uals who have accumulated merits via WBL
may be trapped in a specific segment of the
labor market. This entrapment may bring into
question the suitability hypothesis of the the-
ory of human capital, which inspired EU policy
(Planas, 2016).

Furthermore, one of the findings is that
the intra-generational trajectories have be-
come segmented or differentiated in three
levels for young workers; this is quite distinct
from the polarization referred to in interna-
tional research (Hurley et al. 2013). This find-
ing is in line with that described by Verd and
Lopez (2013) and reveals how those benefit-
ting from WBL are not the set of young work-
ers, as established in the initial hypothesis,
but rather, are some of those having high
education levels and who, thanks to WBL,
have been able to gain qualified employment
positions.

Ultimately, WBL has been positively as-
sessed by the young people. Thus, for the
unstructured trajectories, it represents an op-
portunity to socialize on the job and to receive
professional coaching; for the semi-structured
and structured trajectories, work experience
agreements and contracts represent a signif-
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icant turning point, as well as an opportunity
to acquire professional specialization. But
WBL has also been criticized due to the pos-
sibility of its leading to fraudulent contracting,
extended over time, with precarious working
conditions and a lack of payment regulation.
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