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Abstract
Lifelong learning (LLL) programmes can be perceived as a means of governing youth transitions. Young adults can use such
programmes to try to overcome different constraints in their life course. This article explores the decisions of young adults
in Vienna (Austria) and Malaga (Spain) who are participating in different LLL programmes that seek to address their transi-
tion from unemployment to employment. In order to understand these decisions, we want to explore: (1) how the young
adult’s experiences influenced their decision to engage with an LLL programme, (2) what role these programmes played in
their biographies and (3) how young adults imagine their future. We use two theoretical lenses to explore these questions:
bounded agency and projectivity. A comparative study of these two regions provides insight into how different contextual
conditions influence young adults’ decisions. We perform three different analyses: of the young people’s past trajectories
and transitions, of their imagined futures, and of their decision to enrol in the programme. Exploring young people’s sub-
jective accounts of their pasts and their imagined futures helps to improve our understanding of the role young people
believe these programmes play in their lives, why they have decided to enrol in them, and how they use and interpret
these pathways through, and in the framework of, different contextual conditions.
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1. Introduction

The character of life courses has changed in recent
decades. During the Fordist period, the arrangement
of work, welfare and life course were characterised as
highly linear and predictable. In the Fordist life course
regime, life phases were organised in a tripartite man-
ner: education during youth, work during adulthood and
retirement during old age (Du Bois-Reymond & López
Blasco, 2004; European Group for Integrated Social
Research [EGRIS], 2001). Scholars such as Walther and
Stauber (2006) have questioned this assumption, how-
ever. Transitions from youth to adulthood, as well as

fromeducation to employment, have becomemore com-
plex and fragmented, a phenomenon referred to as “de-
standardisation” (cf. EGRIS, 2001). Today, life courses are
understood as less linear, with reversible “yo-yo” move-
ments (cf. EGRIS, 2001;Walther, 2006) during transitions.
For example, these movements could take the form of
undertaking training, being employed in a temporary
job, being unemployed, being retrained and being em-
ployed in a different job (cf. Du Bois-Reymond & López
Blasco, 2004).

Life courses are also heavily influenced by the in-
stitutional configuration of the welfare state. Cultural
patterns as well as structural factors interact with insti-
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tutional elements. The opportunity structure (Roberts,
2009) in which young adults make their decisions and
which enables or constrains their choices is the result of
the interaction of various dimensions, such as the labour
market and the educational system, but also the welfare
system, broadly conceived. Walther (2006, 2017) com-
piles and enlarges the typology of life course regimes by
examining the interdependence among structural and in-
stitutional factors (i.e., welfare regimes and the educa-
tional system), as well as cultural patterns (i.e., concep-
tions of youth and narratives about transitions) across
different levels of social reality, frommicro tomacro, and
orienting programmes that address transition points in
life courses.

Walther’s typologies (2006, 2017) distinguish
five different transition regimes: universalistic, lib-
eral, employment-centred, sub-protective or under-
institutionalised, and post-socialist. Whereas Austria is
a continental country characterised as an employment-
centred transition regime, Spain belongs to the under-
institutionalised regime. In countries classified as
employment-centred transition regimes, the education
system is more selective and has different tracks. Voca-
tional Education and Training (VET) plays a central role
and is relatively standardised, reproducing a highly regu-
lated employment regime. Labour markets are standard-
ised, and young adults who undergo yo-yo transitions
must navigate restricted options for individual choice
and strong demands. Countries associated with the sub-
protective or under-institutionalised transition regime,
such as Spain, in contrast, have a low percentage of stan-
dard work arrangements and a high rate of unprotected
living conditions. This creates a ‘dualistic’ welfare regime
in which the family and informal work play a signifi-
cant role. School is structured comprehensively but still
in fact produces differentiation processes. Vocational
Education is weakly developed and largely provided by
professional schools. Lack of training and labour market
segmentation contribute to very high rates of unemploy-
ment. Segmented labour markets produce populations
with different characteristics, and skilled occupations
and divergent occupational areas are subject to differ-
ent risks of social exclusion (Du Bois-Reymond & López
Blasco, 2004). For instance, segmentation in the Spanish
labour market is divided into permanent and temporary
jobs (García-Mainar & Montuerga, 2019), as well as full-
time and part-time jobs in combination with movements
into and out of unemployment. Part-time jobs and such
movements affect women especially (Blázquez & Moral,
2014). Young adults experiencing these yo-yo transitions
depend greatly on family support, as they receive almost
no significant support from the state (Walther, 2006).

A life course perspective and, more specifically, the
bounded agency and projectivity approaches, are a use-
ful analytical lens through which to explore and analyse
agency and opportunity structures, which are interre-
lated and determine the life course and its transition
points (Heinz, 2010). This article explores the decisions of

young adults in a transition phase from unemployment
to employment who are enrolled in different public life-
long learning (LLL) programmes connected to the labour
market. These programmes provide apprenticeships or
training courses in the functional regions of Vienna
(Austria) and Malaga (Spain). Functional regions are ana-
lytical units used in the YOUNG_ADULLLT project, based
on spatial, functional dynamics (Lowden, Pandolfini, &
Parreira do Amaral, 2018).

Within the European Union (EU), the idea of LLL has
been developed at policy level through the Lisbon Strat-
egy and the Education and Training 2010 programme
(Nóvoa, 2010). The Education and Training 2020 pro-
gramme, a framework for cooperation between EU
Member States for the period 2010–2020, is based on
an LLL approach and has strengthened this trend, build-
ing on the achievements of the 2010 programme.

LLL policies are characterised by the EU as purpose-
ful activities with similar goals and objectives: they stress
primarily economic goals and growth but also social in-
clusion and personal fulfilment (Alves, Neves, & Gomes,
2010). A recent analysis showed, however, that LLL poli-
cies and programmes across Europewere oriented to the
idea of increasing employability and economic growth
(Kotthof et al., 2017). This orientation is also reflected
in the way young adults perceive the programmes, as de-
scribed by Kovacheva, Jacovkis, Startari and Siri (2018).

The EU fosters LLL policies that promote and provide
diverse types of education and learning. For instance,
they include general and vocational settings, and formal,
non-formal and informal contexts, spanning preschool
to higher education. Adults and young adults are their
main target groups, to a greater extent than children
or the elderly (Alves et al., 2010). This wide range of
LLL policies—and therefore also of LLL programmes—
includes education and training programmes that seek to
address the unemployment-to-employment transition of
young adults. Some of these programmes, such as those
included in this article, are closely related to the VET
sphere and to non-formal education settings.

Examining young people’s biographies, the way they
are influenced by structural, institutional and cultural fac-
tors and the manner in which young adults interpret and
use the different pathways enables us to search for pat-
terns in the ways in which they use LLL programmes. To
understand the decisions that young adults take concern-
ing their participation in an LLL programme, we want
to explore:

(1) How their past experiences influenced their deci-
sion to take part in an LLL programme;
(2) What role these programmes played in their life
course;
(3) How young adults imagine their future.

Our main contribution consists of highlighting young
adults’ voices and perspectives by exploring the biogra-
phies of LLL participants in Vienna andMalaga. A country-
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comparison provides useful information regarding simi-
larities and differences in contextual information that can
help to better understand the role of structural, institu-
tional and cultural factors. We assume that comparative
cross-national analysis will help to depict how different
contextual conditions relate to young adults’ decisions
and projections about their future. This research aims to
advance understanding of ways the biographies of young
adults reflect the transition regimes differently and how
LLL programmes shape their lives in relation to their op-
portunity structure, past experiences and future plans.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Bounded Agency and the Projectivity Approach

Individuals negotiate their agency with the structures sur-
rounding them in changing landscapes, characterised, for
instance, by changes in the labour market. People’s lives
are connected to these changing living conditions.Agency
(Evans, 2007) is understood as bounded, as temporally
embedded and as a socially situated process in which
past experiences and future possibilities are reformulated
within the contingencies of the present moment. Agency
can thus be perceived as a dynamic and temporal process
influenced by the environment (Evans & Biasin, 2017).
Past trajectories and transition outcomes, identity devel-
opment, personal interests and projections about the fu-
ture, and people’s perception of their opportunities be-
come relevant to their decision processes (Evans, 2007).

The projectivity approach (Emirbayer & Mische,
1998) proposes an analytical lens for exploring the rela-
tion between past, present and future. Expectations and
aspirations for one’s future are shaped by the agency in-
fluenced by the past (i.e., previous experiences of pat-
terns of behaviours), moderated by the present and ori-
ented towards the future. While the past is revealed in
action as habitual or routine practices, the present is the
agency visible in deciding on and executing concrete ac-
tions, and the future frames the imagination and cre-
ation of the possible, for instance, through the actor’s
hopes, fears and desires for the future. When young
adults construct their narratives, projectivity serves as
a framework for their life course. In short, projections
are imaginations about the future that guide current
behaviour, which in turn shapes interrelated and inter-
twined outcomes. Horizons of action are different in dif-
ferent contexts (Biggart, Järvinen, & Parreira do Amaral,
2015). The projectivity approach thus helps us to analyse
individuals’ projections, which can vary along different
dimensions, including clarity, intentionality, imagined or-
der and the timing of events (Emirbayer &Mische, 1998).

2.2. Bounded Agency, Projectivity and Enrolment in an
LLL Programme

The character of life course transitions has changed over
the last 60 years (Du Bois-Reymond & López Blasco,

2004). These transitions are influenced by different soci-
etal trends, such as the inflation and importance of educa-
tional credentials, diversification in coupling forms (e.g.,
remarriage), reductions in welfare state provision, struc-
tural unemployment and labour market de-regulation,
which resulted in increased enforced flexibility and tem-
porary employments (Brückner & Mayer, 2005).

Although life courses are now understood predom-
inantly as de-standardised, most LLL policies and pro-
grammes seem to have been developed according to the
scheme of standardised and linear life courses (Kotthof
et al., 2017). The introduction of LLL policies can be un-
derstood as one of policy makers’ attempts to govern
youth transitions. These policies cover vocational set-
tings, including formal and non-formal contexts (Alves
et al., 2010). In both formal and non-formal settings, VET
can be included among them. VET is one of the instru-
ments supporting the transition from school and training
towork; it also eases the transitions of thosewho inhabit
“wild zones” (i.e., young adults who face greater risks
due to increasing uncertainty) and helps them to navi-
gate to more secure “tame zones” (Kelly, 1999). People
can therefore use social and educational programmes to
overcome different structural constraints (Evans, 2007).
They can understand LLL programmes as providers of
new life-course opportunities, for instance, in relation to
their labour market integration.

Young adults frame the decision to enrol in an LLL
programme by considering their past trajectories, their
projections about their future and the contingencies of
the present moment (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Evans,
2007). This decision is influenced and shaped by wider
contextual factors, such as thewelfare state or the labour
market (Evans & Biasin, 2017; Walther, 2006). Pawson
(2006) describes programmes as embedded in different
levels (macro-meso-micro) and dimensions of social real-
ity. Social change also depends, however, on the charac-
teristics of their participants.

2.3. Young Adults’ Living Conditions in Austria and
Vienna

As explained in Section 1,Walther’s typology of transition
regimes describes Austria (Vienna) as an employment-
centred country and Spain (Malaga, Andalusia) as sub-
protective (Walther, 2006) or under-institutionalised
(Walther, 2017). Because typologies are conceived as
static, we present the following data on the living con-
ditions of young adults in both regions to refine them.

According to Eurostat data for 2017, rates of Early
School Leaving (people aged 16–24 with an ISCED 0–2
classification) differed substantially in Andalusia (23.5%)
and Vienna (9.6%). Moreover, the proportion of the age
group 30–34 years with an ISCED 5–8 classification was
lower in Andalusia (32.3%) than in Vienna (50.4%).

As is to be expected from the typology, the un-
employment rates are substantially higher in Andalusia
than in Vienna, especially for young people (Figure 1).
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Youth unemployment rates (15–24)

Figure 1. Youth unemployment rates, age group 15–24 years. Source: developed by the authors with Eurostat (2019) data.

Due to a lack of reliable paths to the labour market,
which is characterised by situations of generalised un-
employment or over-qualification, gaps between the
spheres of education, training and labour are higher
in under-institutionalised regimes than in employment-
centred ones, where youth transitions are more struc-
tured. Less-institutionalised transition systems may be
related to both greater risks and a wider scope for
agency and individualised decisions by young people
during their transitions (Evans, 2007), as these people
can identify more areas in which to perform alterna-
tive strategies for labour integration. Young adults in
under-institutionalised regimes thus tend tobridge these
gaps actively during their less-institutionalised transi-
tions through self-employment, volunteerwork or higher
mobilisation of social capital, such as personal contacts
(Walther & Stauber, 2006). Self-employment rates in-
creased during the 2007 economic crisis, from 21.8%
(2006) to 28.6% (2017) in the functional region ofMalaga
(Fundación Málaga Desarrollo y Calidad, 2019).

Following Walther (2006), labour markets in
employment-centred regimes may be divided into a
core with higher levels of standardisation and protec-
tion and a more precarious periphery, due perhaps to
the fact that young adults with lower ISCED-level creden-
tials are much more vulnerable to temporary contracts
than those with higher ISCED levels (Figure 2). In line
with the typology, the Andalusian labour market shows
higher rates of temporary jobs, which affect all ISCED lev-
els (Figure 2), combined with other forms of precarious
and informal employment and over-qualification. For ex-
ample, Andalusia showed a 51.2% of over-qualification
in the first six months of 2017, higher than the 47.7% of
the Spanish national average (Consejo de la Juventud de
España, 2017). In under-institutionalised regimes, young
adults experience such forms of informal and temporary
jobs as a way to achieve some independence from the
family (Walther, 2006).

In countries in the employment-centred regime cat-
egory, social security is provided by both family and the

ISCED 0–2
2017

ISCED 3–4 ISCED 5–8All levels

Temporary work rates (15–24)

Figure 2. Temporary work rates, age group 15–24 years. Source: developed by the authors with Eurostat (2019) data.
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state, although state aid is viewed with ambivalence by
young adults. In countries in the under-institutionalised
regime, in contrast, family is the centre of social secu-
rity (Walther, 2006). Family works as a “social shock
absorber” because young adults receive no substan-
tial social benefits from the state (Walther & Stauber,
2006). In Spain, family support provides young adults
with some security and flexibility during their transitions,
and can act as a “waiting hall” (Du Bois-Reymond &
López Blasco, 2004). This protracted economic or habi-
tational dependence on families, in combination with
labour market characteristics such as high youth unem-
ployment and other structural deficits (e.g., social ser-
vices), contributes to labelling young adults as disadvan-
taged (Walther, 2017).

In employment-centred regimes (Walther, 2006), in
contrast, opportunities are more dependent on institu-
tions and structures. Young adults are more inclined to
believe that the qualifications and educational paths to
labour market entry offer better prospects, as reflected
in the low rates of unemployment and better labour con-
ditions (i.e., contracts). This power attributed to educa-
tional and training-system structures and their paths to
a standardised labour market may, however, be associ-
ated either with individuals’ lower self-responsibility in
the case of failure or with processes that stigmatise ‘the
losers’ who follow less-valued pre-vocational pathways
(Walther, 2006).

3. Methodology

We performed an in-depth literature review of the con-
cepts and themes relevant to the research question and
used these to ground the research design. The data analy-
sis method chosen consists of two research steps. First,
by examining the biographies of young adults in Vienna
and Malaga and describing their main trajectories in dif-
ferent life domains, such as education, work or family,
we describe and analyse their decisions to enrol in one of

the available LLL programmes and their transition, taking
contextual conditions into account (cf. Eurostat, 2019;
Walther, 2006, 2017). Second, we analyse their projec-
tions about their imagined futures.

3.1. Sample

Our sample consists of 10 young adults from Vienna and
8 from Malaga who were taking part or had taken part
in different programmes in these regions (Table 1). The
initial sample fromMalaga included 10 young adults, but
two were eliminated because the programmes in which
they participated belonged to the formal education sys-
tem and not to the public LLL programmes in the labour
sphere included in this article and described below.

In Malaga, the Workshop School Programme (2013
edition) is exclusively for unemployed young adults aged
18–25 and forms part of the wider Vocational Training
for Employment subsystem in Andalusia. Due to suspi-
cions about funding control in this subsystem, the new
edition of the programmewas suspended and did not re-
sume until 2018. Workshop schools give priority to indi-
viduals who have a deficit in education/training creden-
tials and/or belong to a specific vulnerable group, such
as those considered to be at risk of social exclusion. It
is an interesting programme because it provides a com-
prehensive range of activities. Further, it provides young
adults with courses to become athletic instructors and
teaches them about various topics, related, for example,
to gender equality or environmental education. It also
offers them the opportunity to prepare for compulsory
secondary education examinations. The programmewas
structured around a one year training period (one year)
and a paid apprenticeship (six months) in the same or-
ganisation that implements it.

The Vocational Training Courses (2017 edition) have
the same two-part structure but focus on professional
training, with apprenticeships in local companies. These
courses are not just for young adults, although 50% of

Table 1. Distribution of young adults (with fictitious names) in both regions, by programme in which they are enrolled.

Vienna Malaga

Programme Young adults Programme Young adults

Ahmed
PICE

Sofía

Faisal Pedro

Just Integration Jana

Vocational Training Course

José

Ioana Mario

Musa Antonio

Daniel Pablo

Habib
Workshop School

Mónica

Back to the Future Jakob Cecilia

Alexander

Lena
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the positions are reserved for people aged 18–29. En-
try criteria vary depending on the course, starting with
no requirement for a compulsory secondary education
qualification. The courses include traditional crafts, such
as gardening and carpentry. The third LLL programme
in Malaga is the Comprehensive Programme for Quali-
fication and Employment (PICE; 2017 edition), framed
by the EU Youth Guarantee Scheme and aimed at un-
employed young adults aged 16–29. After initial ori-
entation sessions, participants may enrol primarily in
a range of attendance-based (185 hours) and online
(100–150 hours) training courses on a great variety of
topics, including language and technological skills for spe-
cific professions.

The young adults in Vienna were enrolled in two dif-
ferent programmes (2017 editions). The Back to the Fu-
ture programme was oriented specifically to Viennese
young adults aged 18–24whowere dependent on needs-
oriented subsidies and registered at the employment ser-
vice but had not yetmanaged to find a job, despite partic-
ipating in training and an active job search. Participants
were provided with coaching, training and transitional
employment for a maximum of two years. The project
was conceived for young adults with little work experi-
ence and special needs who had encountered obstacles
to finding long-term employment. The idea was to en-
courage participants and improve their pre-existing skills
through acquisition of additional competence to prepare
them for more highly-qualified tasks.

The second programme was JUST Integration. The
target group was young adults from Vienna aged 18–30
who faced difficulties entering the labour market due to
overlapping disadvantages. One particular target group
of this programme was young refugees who had been
granted asylum. The young adults were provided with
individual support in the form of short apprenticeships
based on previous work experience to foster their rein-
tegration into the labour market for six months and ease
their transition into work.

3.2. Data Collection

The interviews were performed within the
YOUNG_ADULLLT project. Young adults were contacted
through snowball sampling with the help of profession-
als in charge of the programmes in which they were
participating. Sampling criteria were based on (Rambla,
Jacovkis, Kovacheva, Walther, & Verlage, 2018):

(1) Identifying relevant regions and programmes in
the countries that participated in the project—in this
article, Vienna (Austria) and Malaga (Spain);
(2) Selecting different young adults (as well as man-
agers, street professionals and experts) who had par-
ticipated in the same LLL programmes, to provide dif-
ferent accounts of them;
(3) Ensuring diversity among young adults in terms of
age (18–29 years of age), gender, ethnicity and origin.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted and tran-
scribed in 2017 on the basis of a common interview guide
circulated among YOUNG_ADULLLT project partners to
strengthen comparability. The first question was a narra-
tive open question about young adults’ lives to obtain in-
formation about their life stories. Further questionswere
then asked about some of the issues raised during the
narratives, such as their imagined life plans.

3.3. Data Analysis

Data analysis was performed following Corbin and
Strauss’s (1990) Grounded Theory (GT) principles.
Informed GT (Thornberg, 2012) recognises that re-
searchers who work with GT principles usually have
previous knowledge in the field of their research and
that this knowledge is reflected in one way or another
in the research and data analysis. The data can thus be
explored through the lenses of previous knowledge and
pre-existing theories. We used the theoretical frame-
work of bounded agency and projectivity to explore the
empirical data in order to feed and expand existing the-
ory on youth transitions. The data analysis started from
this article’s research questions. Different codes of analy-
sis were introduced, codes closely related to the litera-
ture on life course as well as to the research questions,
especially those in relation to their experiences in the
LLL programme or their future dreams. Table 2 provides
a detailed list of the codes employed.

Table 2. Codes for analysing the young adults’ interviews.

Previous trajectories Projections

Family
Education
Health

Labour market experiences Future dreams
Reflexivity towards skills Specific next steps

LLL programme
Experience in LLL programme

Other past experiences

Once the interviews were coded, we ordered the dif-
ferent transitions experienced by each of the young
adults in our sample chronologically. Each ‘life as nar-
rated’ was thus interpreted against the backdrop of its
contextual conditions, past transitions and projections
about the future, with attention to the speaker’s ac-
counts of transitions and decisions, especially the tran-
sition into LLL. Later, two comparisons were made, one
within the regional sample and another with the sam-
ples from both countries, to identify and analyse pat-
terns of similarity and difference based on the codes and
research questions explored. Attention was also paid to
other sociodemographic issues, such as age, migration
background and maximum education credentials (voca-
tional/academic route) obtained.
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Comparison in life course studies requires moving
both from the macro to the micro and through differ-
ent dimensions and contexts, such as education or the
labourmarket. Some information is likely to be lost in the
process of reducing complexity. We recognise this fact,
as well as the risk of being guided considerably by previ-
ous theories, as potential limitations of this study.

Nonetheless, the comparative analysis proposed of
these two samples of young adults from two quite dif-
ferent countries and regions (different, for instance, in
transition regimes and living conditions) can be very use-
ful in depicting the different contextual conditions and
how they influence agency. Furthermore, the diversity
of our sample can improve understanding of the diver-
sity and complexity that define the social world, and thus
the LLL programmes themselves and the biographies of
their participants.

4. Results

4.1. The Cases of Pablo and Alexander

Weprovide in-depth description of two cases: Pablo from
Malaga and Alexander from Vienna. These individuals
are similar in age, gender and level of educational creden-
tials obtained (Early School Leaving situation). Whereas
Early School Leaving is quite common among young
adults in both regions,migration ismore commonamong
the Viennese young adults. These characteristics of our
sample, such as a lack of educational credentials and/or
qualification, suggest that the individuals could face dif-
ficulties in their later life course. For instance, they could
be more prone to disqualified trajectories into the less-
protected segments of labour market, with higher risks
of unemployment and worse labour conditions.

The narratives of Pablo and Alexander serve as an en-
try point for exploring the complexity that characterises
not only their past trajectories but also their decisions
and experiences based on their participation in an LLL
programme and their projections for the future. Their
narratives reflect the relevance of different character-
istics of the transition regimes and broader living con-
ditions, such as the importance of family, the informal
economy in Spain and state support in Austria.

4.1.1. The Case of Pablo

Pablo, age 21, grew up in Malaga. He says that he never
liked to study and struggled to pass each year of primary
and secondary education, although he never had to re-
peat a year.

The Spanish education system is structured in a com-
prehensive way and is compulsory until the age of 16. At
16, Pablo decided to enter post-compulsory education,
academic track. Pablo was convinced by his parents’ ex-
pectations and by his own perception that there was less
opportunity to enter the labour market than in previous
years, when the construction sector was stronger. Pablo

dropped out of post-compulsory education after three
months, however, and has since undertaken a variety
of yo-yo movements. He experienced Not in Education,
Employment, and Training (NEET) situations and gained
informal and precarious work experience to support his
parents, since his father was unemployed. Pablo also at-
tempted to return to formal Vocational Education, but
he again dropped out because he felt he was lagging be-
hind his classmates. This decision was triggered not only
by finding the theoretical content quite difficult but also
by his grandfather’s death.

Pablo characterises his daily routine during the NEET
situation as monotonous, just “staying at home” and
smoking plenty of cannabis. Pablo said he was “willing to
do something” to change the situation but was not suc-
cessful. He had a personal conflict with his mother at the
time because “shewanted him to do something” else. He
went to live with his grandmother to help his family care
for her.

Pablo believes that changes must come from reflect-
ing on your own situation and taking decisions. After re-
flecting, Pablo felt he “would be going nowhere” if he
continued “to live life this way”. Because his projections
for the future did not appeal to him, he struggled to find
a job as soon as possible. He believes that work is neces-
sary to be economically independent.

Pablo’s father told him about the Vocational Training
Courses. Pablo liked the idea and decided to apply to one.
His past work experiences made him realise that he pre-
ferred active jobs like the one for which he is now being
trained. He portrays himself as happy with his current
training. He values his relationship with his classmates
and teachers greatly, as they help him to acquire spe-
cific skills and practical knowledge close to the profes-
sional world.

Pablo is aware of the generalised unemployment in
Andalusia and knows that young people with lower edu-
cational credentials have fewer job opportunities today
than a few years ago (i.e., construction). Because he has
already experienced a yo-yo transition and precarious-
ness, he seems to be working harder to avoid repeating
such experiences. Pablo believes that this course will al-
low him to find new work opportunities, but there is no
guarantee that he will be able to find a job due to the
difficult labour market.

In the future, Pablo wants to work as a gardener,
and he is even considering self-employment. If he can-
not work as a gardener, he will try to find other jobs. If
neither option works, he does not reject the idea of re-
ceiving more training or even returning to formal educa-
tion. As a last option, Pablo has not abandoned his pro-
fessional dream of joining the army, but he feels discour-
aged due to the highly competitive application process.

4.1.2. The Case of Alexander

Alexander, 23 years old, was born in Vienna but moved
to Burgenland. He portrays himself as a very shy person
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who benefits from other people’s support to improve his
socialisation. He says that he did not receive asmuch sup-
port and personal care as he needed because of the high
student-teacher ratio in his class at school. This lack of
attention, combined with his self-presentation as a lazy
child and with episodes of social anxiety, made it diffi-
cult for him to focus on school. His interview narrative
explains that the early stages of his educational career
were a “difficult period”.

After finishing Lower Secondary Level studies at the
age of 14, Alexander moved to a College for Higher Voca-
tional Education in the capital city of Burgenland, where
he lived with some of his friends. His parents convinced
him to make this move towards a “more vocationally-
oriented” programme, despite the fact that Alexander
wanted to continue to study in the Academic Secondary
School, Upper Cycle. He felt he was not talented in man-
ual and technical work, so he dropped out of the course.

Alexander also did an internship in a supermarket,
during which he contemplated an apprenticeship, influ-
enced in part by his peers: friends, neighbours and fam-
ily. He decided to attend a private higher-level voca-
tional school to study social professions and gastronomy.
Alexander indicated that his experience in this school
was supportive, especially the relationshipwith his teach-
ers, and that this increased his motivation to learn and
enjoy his time there. Alexander’s parents’ divorce was,
however, a critical juncture in his life course, as it led to fi-
nancial problems in his family. He abandoned these stud-
ies in the fourth of five years because he could no longer
afford the tuition.

After having to leave school, Alexander was required
to take different courses offered by the Austrian Public
Employment Service. He is quite critical of these courses,
which he perceived as useless and a waste of time. He
could not participate in either a course or a form of train-
ing that would support him.

A friend who had participated in the LLL programme
Back to the Future a year earlier told Alexander about
this opportunity. A crucial factor in his decision to ap-
ply for the programme was that he could not find a job
after doing his civil service and was unemployed for six
months. Applicants to Back to the Future have generally
registered in the Austrian Public Employment Service,
which assigns young adults to the programme. The par-
ticipants receive financial support from this Employment
Service to cover their living costs. Back to the Future
seeks labourmarket integration for young adultswho are
currently receiving a basic subsidy to improve their em-
ployability bymeans of intensified coaching, training and
transitional employment. Alexander portrays himself as
happy in the programme, which he finds quite stimu-
lating and which provides him with a structured work
routine. Moreover, its timetable allows him to attend
evening classes to obtain his general qualification for uni-
versity entrance (A-Levels).

The Back to the Future programme helped Alexander
gain more self-confidence and organise his daily life. In

the future, he dreams of being a psychotherapist orwork-
ing in human resourcesmanagement. Alexander plans to
finish his schooling, study at the university and, most im-
portantly, obtain a stable job.

4.2. Decisions, Experiences and Expectations Concerning
the LLL Programmes: Insights from Bounded Agency
and Projectivity

Starting from the cases of Pablo and Alexander and intro-
ducing other information about the life courses of the
rest of the sample, this section will develop in greater
depth some of the main themes identified through the
analysis. The themes, which relate to some of the richer
pieces of information identified, were chosen to expand
existing theory on youth transitions and answer the re-
search questions. For reasons of space, other topics,
such as “support during transitions” or “standardised or
normal life course”, are not addressed separately.

4.2.1. Looking for Work, Training and Personal
Opportunities

The LLL programmes analysed attempt to ease the tran-
sition to the labour market. In Andalusia, they provide
training and in some cases apprenticeships or paid work
experience. In Austria, they also provide coaching and
training to unemployed young adults with difficulty find-
ing a job or entering the labour market.

Despite these differences in their activities and tar-
get groups, the young adults in both regions commonly
refer to the role these programmes play in their life
courses by providing them with new opportunities (see
Table 3).

The participants perceive these opportunities differ-
ently. First, the opportunities can be a steppingstone
or gate keeper to new pathways into the labour mar-
ket. This is the case of Sofía, a young adult woman with
tertiary education who experienced various yo-yo move-
ments, such as migrating abroad, returning to Spain, and
combining study and work. Sofía expects to use PICE
to diversify her skills to open new job possibilities. Like
Sofía, Pablo expects to find a job that suits him after
the programme. Ahmed, a Syrian refugee in Austria, ex-
pects to obtain new training credentials from enrolling in
JUST Integration.

Second, opportunities are related to possibilities of
being trained for or gaining working experiences in jobs
for which participants could not previously be trained.
José is currently enrolled in a Vocational Training Course
on gardening. He had previously tried to access formal
Vocational Education in this field, in which he has always
wanted to work, but was not able to do so. Antonio was
also unable to access other earlier formal education he
liked because he did not fit the entry criteria (he had not
validated his educational credentials from Latin America
in Spain). He is finally being trained in carpentry, an area
related to his personal and professional interests.

Social Inclusion, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 3, Pages 110–121 117



Table 3.Meaning behind the decision to enrol in an LLL programme: Perceived opportunities.

Malaga

Young adult Meaning

Sofía Open-door strategy: diversify options

Pedro In the future, find a job to support his brother “who has problems”

José
Finally found a chance to be trained andwork in the professions he likes

Antonio Open opportunities

Mario Programme as a “safety net” if he does not achieve his professional dream

Pablo Right choice to escape the NEET situation and change routines/habits

Cecilia Way to “rebuild her life” and “become something”

Mónica Personal development Way to “open up”. To be trained in an area she likes

Vienna

Young adult Meaning

Ahmed

Ioana

Musa

Daniel Open opportunities Open-door strategy: Diverse options

Jakob

Alexander

Lena

Faisal Consolidate/improve his
position in his current job Professional and personal growth

Habib

Jana “Last chance” for a labour market opportunity

Finally, opportunities are related to the participants’
personality development. This is the case of Pablo, who
used the programme not only to diversify his job op-
portunities but also to overcome his NEET situation and
change his habits. Cecilia reflects on past experiences
marked by times of lack of support from her parents,
Early School Leaving and troubles entering the labour
market or other training courses. She enrolled in the pro-
gramme in hopes of “rebuilding her life” and “becoming
something” and to learn new skills.Mónica suffered from
bullying at school. She decided to enrol not only to be
trained but also to learn how to “open up”.

Faisal and Habib are both refugees from Syria who
moved to Austria after the European migrant crisis in
2015. Faisal hopes that participating in the LLL pro-
gramme JUST Integration will help him not only to grow
professionally, but also to develop his language skills,
which he finds important to finishing his training and hav-
ing a good future in Austria. Habib perceives the pro-
gramme similarly. His involvement in JUST Integration is
a steppingstone to a better future in general and to “be-
coming a better person” in terms of work ethic and ea-
gerness. Lastly, the goal was to get a better job.

4.2.2. Degrees of Clarity in Young Adults’ Projections
about Their Future

Young adults from both regions share imagination of a
normal and standardised life course. They dream of a life
that follows a specific plan: having a job (and, therefore,
earning enoughmoney to enjoy economic stability), build-
ing their own family and home, and being independent.

Young adults from Malaga and Vienna generally dif-
fer, however, in the clarity of their projections about
their future, especially in their imagined next steps after
participation in the LLL programme. This difference is re-
flected in the different types of transitions and risks they
imagine they will face when pursuing their professional
and personal objectives. While the Andalusian young
adults tend to prepare alternative plans in case they can-
not find a job, the Viennese young adults only discuss a
few alternative pathways to employment after complet-
ing the programme. All seem to be aware that the pro-
grammes’ functioning is influenced by their wider con-
textual conditions, such as the higher youth unemploy-
ment in Andalusia and the more institutionalised transi-
tions and better job prospects in Austria. They tend to
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differ in their degree of confidence in the potential of LLL
programmes to contribute to their labour integration.

In this vein, Ioana, a Romanian migrant, and Musa,
an Afghan refugee, have obtained secondary educa-
tion but have experienced more yo-yo movements than
Alexander in their previous transitions. Ioana hopes to be
hired in the company where she is doing her apprentice-
ship, and Musa wants to take the final craftsman’s exam-
ination in his apprenticeship to find a job.

In Malaga, Mónica and Cecilia are interesting cases.
They finished their participation in the programme two
years ago and expected to find jobs on completion, but
they are still unemployed. Both have again experienced
yo-yomovements during their transition. They donot dis-
count returning to training or to the formal education
system. Like Pablo, theymakemultiple projections about
their future, also preparing alternative plans to achieve
labour market integration.

4.2.3. The Restorative Role of LLL Programmes

The restorative role of the LLL programmes is important
for some young adults. Positive aspects are teachers’
high degree of involvement in participants’ learning situ-
ation, a supportive relationship with peers, the learning-
by-doing approach and the practical character of the pro-
gramme. All of these aspects are reflected in the cases of
Pablo and Alexander.

Other young adults also describe themselves as be-
ing happy that they had enrolled in the programme.
Mario says, for example, “I am doing what I have never
done before, that is…feeling happy when I come here to
study”. In the interviews, the young adults say they have
been pleasantly surprised. Some even talk about the pro-
gramme as different from their past encounters with
school or their attempts to return to the formal educa-
tion system. Here, their past experiences are significant.

Mónica and Cecilia believe that their self-confidence
increased during the programme, where the profession-
als acted as “significant others”. José thinks that he is at
the best point in his life, since he finally has the oppor-
tunity to be trained as a gardener. Daniel tried twice to
obtain his general qualification for university entrance,
but he failed. He experienced several rejections in his
job search because he had neither educational creden-
tials nor work experience in the formal labour market.
He considers his participation in Back to the Future as
a major achievement. It is not only providing him with
new work opportunities but also is helping him to gain
self-confidence.

In contrast to this perception of Back to the Future,
many Austrian young adults like Daniel consider the
courses proposed by the Austrian Public Employment
Service as a waste of time because the activities are not
useful. The uselessness seems to be related to their per-
ception that those courses have not helped them, not
provided them with tools to foster their transition into
the labour market, or not contributed to their personal

growth: “That was a real waste of time...in the end, the
courses didn’t help. It was about daydreaming and really,
really weird, very odd things, what they offered unem-
ployed young people”.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The aim of this article was to highlight young adults’ per-
spectives by exploring the biographies of participants
in LLL programmes in Vienna and Malaga. Giving voice
to young adults is useful for understanding the ways
they use and interpret their pathways during transition
points (Walther, 2017). By analysing the interviews, we
show how contextual conditions and bounded agency
not only are interrelated in individuals’ actions (Evans &
Biasin, 2017) but also shape the young people’s projec-
tions about their futures, a process where past experi-
ences also become relevant (Emirbayer &Mische, 1998).

We used the cases of Pablo and Alexander as entry
points to explore the research questions and disentangle
their complexity, as these individuals’ experiences reflect
different characteristics of their respective life course
regimes (Walther, 2006, 2017). Moreover, the biogra-
phies were embedded in contextual data (e.g., Eurostat,
2019) about young adults’ living conditions in their re-
gions to interpret the biographies in greater depth.

Based on transition regimes typologies, young adults
in different contexts experienced different sources of
support during their transitions (Walther, 2017; Walther
& Stauber, 2006): family is central in the case of Pablo, as
are both family and state in the case of Alexander. Social
capital and networks, such as family or friends, were also
significant in their transition into the LLL programme, for
instance, in informing them of its existence.

Labour market characteristics were also relevant
(Walther, 2006). Pablo experienced and suffered the con-
sequences of his yo-yo transitions (EGRIS, 2001), marked
by a lack educational credentials in a precarious labour
market. His past influenced his present actions and fu-
ture imaginations. Pablo also mentions his negative rou-
tines during his NEET situations and the absence of ap-
pealing projections of the future had these routines con-
tinued. Moreover, he has prepared several alternative
plans in case he cannot find a job after the programme,
although he expects ultimately to achieve stability.

Alexander, in contrast, can count on public subsi-
dies while he is unemployed or enrolled in his pro-
gramme. He does not seem to feel either pressure or fear
about the possibility of experience a transition into the
most precarious periphery of the Austrian labour market
(Walther, 2006), since the state provides a variety of ben-
efits to help him. After completing the program, hewants
to return to formal education. Alexander seems certain
that hewill be able to achieve stability and re-standardise
his life course, as he has not thought about alternatives
in case his plans fail.

In our opinion, projections (Emirbayer & Mische,
1998) about having a standard or normal life course
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(Walther, 2017) are related, on the one hand, to the high
degree of institutionalisation of transitions in Austria
(Walther, 2006). Viennese young adults’ projections are
influenced by the belief that the state will help them in
all events and that following certain education/training
patterns, such as going through the VET system, will en-
able them to achieve better labour positions and a stan-
dardised life course. The same projections among the
Andalusian young adults could show, however, their de-
sire to escape from forced participation in temporary
jobs, which affects all ISCED levels (Eurostat, 2019).

The success of these programmes depends not only
on the contexts but also on the people with whom they
are working (Pawson, 2006). The diversity of “opportu-
nities” that our research identified drew our attention
to the different roles and expected effects of these pro-
grammes as perceived by young adults in their life course
(Kotthof et al., 2017; Kovacheva et al., 2018). In some
cases, young adults expected to create some of these op-
portunities at the same time in order to find solutions
to various challenges they were facing at the moment,
such as trying both to find a job and “to grow” person-
ally. After experiencing these programmes, some even
talk about the programmes’ restorative role in their lives.
These effects depend greatly, however, on their past ex-
periences, such as being bullied or being rejected by the
labour market, as well as on the programme’s resources
(i.e., personal support), whichmust fit their needs. Other
young adults, in contrast, perceive other institutions’ pro-
gramme activities as a “waste of time”.

More research is clearly needed, especially research
that attends more closely to the content and type of
skills the LLL courses offer, which could activate differ-
ent mechanisms to trigger change (Pawson, 2006) or ex-
plores differences related to the social class or socio-
economic status of the young adults.

Moreover, it would be interesting to perform this
analysis using samples of the same country, both people
who chose to take part in an LLL programme and people
who did not, in order to explore how different individu-
als negotiate and exercise their agency in similar contex-
tual conditions.

Nóvoa (2019) recently stated that the purpose of LLL
has changed froma “right” to learn on a lifelong basis to a
“duty” that supports economic growth and employability.
This change has been accompanied by increased respon-
sibility of individuals for their learning processes and suc-
cess (Alves et al., 2010). Since the goals of LLL policies and
programmes have become more normative, it would be
interesting to hear from young adults about the signifi-
cance and different meanings the programmes have to
them. By giving these young adults a voice and recognis-
ing them as equal actors, we can use their reflections on
their experiences to develop more sustainable LLL pro-
grammes in line with their personal interests, as well as
to understand the broader role of LLL programmes. The
young adults reflect not only on their skills acquisition,
but also on the degree of support they received, for in-

stance, from teachers and peers. They reflect particularly
on how their experiences affected them and increased
their self-confidence, and the opportunities that these
programmes represent for pursuit of personal and pro-
fessional projects.

This article should serve to remind policymakers to
develop programmes that better fit young adults’ inter-
ests and chains of reasoning. Our conclusion that pro-
grammes can be improved by listening to young adults
follows Pawson (2006), who claims that improving these
programmes ultimately depends on how their subjects
receive the resources and mechanisms introduced. And
as we have shown, there is no pattern for a one-size-fits-
all programme; everything depends on the context, the
complex interrelations of which must be untangled in or-
der to understand the young adults’ agency.
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