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2 Introduction

Given the broad scope and heterogeneity of the findings, a summative conclusion would 

hardly be appropriate. Nevertheless, with regard to the model of the 'triadic conception of 

purposes in comparative VET research' that represents a heuristic for describing the pur-

poses of international VET research, we conclude with an emphasis on a need of more cri-

ticality. In this context, one finding can be pointed out as an example: One review study 

found that most studies (here, with reference to VET transfer) refer to the recipient country 

without a comparative perspective. Thus, there is a clear demand for more comparative re-

search following a critical-reflective approach.

Keywords: Vocational Education and Training, Bronfenbrenner Model, Curriculum, Qua-

lity, Cooperation, Culture, Artefacts, Literature Review, European VET Policy, Transfer of 

VET, VET Research

Introduction

In contrast to general and higher education, which have (at least in parts) comparable curri-

cula as well as comparable structures and institutions across countries and cultures, vocatio-

nal education and training (VET) is often strongly regionally and nationally oriented, with 

diverse histories, self-conceptions, objectives, curricula, structures and practices. Internatio-

nally, VET is a parcelled field. This situation might explain the fact that no research network 

representing the academic discipline of VET has yet to be established at a truly international 

level. This could also be a reason why studies on VET are predominantly local, regional or 

national in their focus and scope. In comparison, other academic disciplines, such as medi-

cine or economics, have a completely different and much more self-evident approach to the 

dimension of internationalisation. Since VET is linked to the world of work, however, this 

state of affairs is remarkable, as companies and labour markets are no longer primarily nati-

onal but rather globally organised.

Whilst this noteworthy diversity poses a problem in developing a coherent international 

understanding and conceptualisation of VET, such heterogeneity has facilitated the emer-

gence of an intensive form of VET cooperation in the field of development aid over the last 70 

years. The predominantly asymmetrical cooperation usually occurs from North (donor) to 

South (recipient) or from industrialised to developing countries. Almost at the same time, a 

second type of predominantly symmetrical VET cooperation with a regional focus has emer-

ged. An example of this type of cooperation is CINTERFOR in Uruguay, the Inter-American 

Centre for Knowledge Development in Vocational Training, founded by the International 

Labour Organisation in 1963. Besides others, one major difference characterises these two 

forms of cooperation: Whilst donor-oriented programmes usually work on the basis of tem-

porary projects (with all the accompanying challenges, such as the lack of possibilities to 
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work in a long-term and sustainable way as well as to accumulate knowledge, expertise and 

experience), the cooperation-oriented CINTERFOR approach is institutionalised, i.e., it of-

fers the possibility of creating a regional network based on long-term cooperation, trust and 

mutual learning.

In VET cooperation, "Germany is currently the world's largest bilateral donor in the 

TVET sector. The German official development assistance (ODA) allocated for TVET (€ 231 

million in 2017) even exceeded the corresponding contributions of the European Union and 

the World Bank" (Edel, 2020, p. 291). Whilst the German government has invested consi-

derable resources in VET cooperation since the 1950's, interest in its effectiveness (detected 

by evaluation) and in gaining knowledge about the cause–effect relationships (detected by 

research) has been extremely limited. 

The first selective evaluations did not begin until the 1990s (Stockmann, 1992). At the 

same time, VET cooperation had rapidly declined in the realm of political interest. Since 

the dissolution of the former VET Cooperation Department in the Ministry of Economic 

Development and Cooperation in the 1990s, VET cooperation has been considered only as a 

complementary instrument of economic development (Wolf, 2009). The reactivation of the 

commitment to VET cooperation after two decades can be attributed to two factors: (1) The 

financial, economic and social crises that started in 2007 and the international appreciation 

of the German VET system in this context1 and (2) the cooperation of the Ministry of Educa-

tion and Research and the Ministry of Economic Development and Cooperation. 

With such renewed commitment (thus leading to the actual status of 'leading bilateral 

donor'), VET research was declared and established in 2013 as the fifth guiding principle of 

the German international VET cooperation. The first four principles are as follows: (1) Joint 

responsibility of the state, industry and social partners; (2) learning in the work process; (3) 

acceptance of national occupational, training and examination standards; and (4) qualified 

training personnel in companies and vocational schools. The fifth principle includes insti-

tutionalised VET as well as labour market research and consultation on VET. Within the 

framework of international VET cooperation and with reference to these five principles, the 

German government thereby supported other countries in integrating elements of practice-

oriented or apprenticeship-oriented VET into their respective systems (BMBF, 2013, 2019). 

This new strategy employed by the German federal government has enabled a funding 

programme that promotes VET research at an international level. The programme "Research 

on the Internationalisation of Vocational Training", funded by the German Federal Minis-

try of Education and Research (BMBF), serves to strengthen and expand institutionalised 

VET research in Germany and abroad as an instrument for international VET cooperation. 

In particular, this funding programme aims to (1) sustainably strengthen the expertise of 

1 For example, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) noted that youth unemployment "cer-
tainly tends to be less often a problem (relative to adult unemployment) in countries like Germany with strong 'dual' appren-
ticeship systems." (OECD, 2010, p. 34).
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universities and other research institutions in international VET research, (2) integrate this 

expertise more closely into the BMBF’s international VET cooperation and make it accessible 

to foreign partners via established structures and, (3) support reform processes abroad in 

the direction of more practice-oriented initial and continuing VET (BMBF, 2017). The first 

funded projects in this programme began in 2019. The articles in this special issue originates 

from this research programme. 

Conceptual Framework

To structure the contributions of this special issue, we use an adapted version of Urie 

Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory. Bronfenbrenner published the first systematic 

exposition of his theory in the 1970's and further refined and developed it in the following 

years (e.g. Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 

2006). A central assumption of this theory is that a system consists of nested subsystems that 

are "each inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls. At the innermost level is the immediate 

setting containing the developing person. This can be the home, the classroom, or as often 

happens for research purposes–the laboratory or the testing room." (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 

p. 3)

Bronfenbrenner (1979) calls this innermost level the "microsystem", which is "a pattern of 

activities, roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the developing person in a given 

setting with particular physical and material characteristics" (p. 22). Within the microsystem, 

processes that are more or less effective can be distinguished in terms of development and 

learning. In effective processes, which are also called ‘proximal processes’, interactions "occur 

on a fairly regular basis over extended periods of time" (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 

797). Learning settings are such proximal processes. Two types of outcomes can then be dis-

tinguished, namely, competence and dysfunction: 

The term 'dysfunction' refers to the recurrent manifestation of difficulties on the part 

of the developing person in maintaining control and integration of behaviour across 

situations, whereas competence is defined as the demonstrated acquisition and further 

development of knowledge and skills–whether intellectual, physical, socioemotional, 

or a combination of them. (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 803). 

Proximal processes enhance individual competences and reduce degrees of dysfunction. The 

next level, the mesosystem, is "a system of microsystems" (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25). A 

mesosystem is established based on interrelations between two or more immediate settings 

in which a person is an active participant. Participation in immediate settings (e.g. school 

and workplace) emphasises embeddedness and thus the concept of role (e.g. learner and 

worker), which is now visible in the diversity of institutional contexts. According to Bronfen-
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brenner (1979), "The developmental potential of participation in multiple settings will vary 

directly with the ease and extent of two-way communication between those settings" (p. 216). 

The next level, the exosystem, consists of "settings that do not involve the developing 

person as an active participant but in which events occur that affect, or are affected by, what 

happens in that setting" (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 237). Finally, the macrosystem contains 

the belief system or ideology of the given system levels (micro, meso and exo) and the integ-

rational consistency. These generalised patterns that comprise the macrosystem represent the 

"manifestation of overarching patterns of ideology and organisation of the social institutions 

common to a particular culture or subculture" (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 8).

The basic assumption of Bronfenbrenner’s theory is that people develop whilst interacting 

with their environment. The approach, which has been transferred to German VET research 

(e.g. Kell, 1990), has been employed ever since (e.g. Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia, 2005; Lange, 

2019). Here, we refer to Kell's interpretation from 1995. Kell distinguishes between work 

processes that are oriented towards the development and change of the environment and 

learning processes that are oriented towards the development and change of the self: "This 

separation and demarcation presupposes that there are (at least) two differently structured 

(organised) microsystems in which persons (can) develop differently: The workplace and the 

learning place. Both 'places' as specific environments stand in different (topologically nested) 

systems (environments)" (Kell, 1995, p. 376, translation by the authors). 

Following Kell, teaching and learning arrangements can be classified as e.g. problem- and 

project-based learning, collaborative online learning and microlearning. Clustered arrange-

ments then form the microsystem 'learning place', which can be located in a school or at a 

company. Workplaces are also never independently of their contexts but are elements of an 

organisation based on the division of labour. Moreover, workplaces are interconnected struc-

turally (hierarchy) and procedurally (work process) and form the integrated microsystem of 

a company. These microsystems can be institutionally integrated into different mesosystems. 

For example, a microsystem 'learning place' can be located in a school or in a company. 

Hence, it is crucial that the conditions of the mesosystem influence the conditions of the mi-

crosystem without necessarily determining them. For example, a training centre in a compa-

ny can be integrated into the production system or also define its identity at a distance from 

and in contrast to the production system. 

Interactions also exist between the higher-level exosystem (e.g. the employment system) 

and the mesosystem. The Berufsprinzip (occupational principle) in Germany can serve as an 

example of these interactions. In particular, the orientation of VET in Germany at the meso-

system level towards the principle of Berufe (professions) is possible because the employment 

system at the exosystem is guided by this principle (Kell, 1995, pp. 376–382). Meanwhile, 

Streeck (2011) discussed other structuring principles of the employment system, such as tri-

partite cooperation or the social prestige of skilled workers. In the 'learning processes' pillar, 
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the education system forms the relevant context of the corresponding institutions. Examples 

of these structuring principles include the permeability between vocational and academic 

education, the share of general education in vocational education or the equivalence of voca-

tional education on the one hand and higher education on the other. 

At this point, it becomes evident how strongly the macrosystem affects the structuring of 

the exosystem level (and the levels below): E.g., the German dual apprenticeship system is a 

structure (on the exosystem level) and a historically grown cultural pattern (on the macro-

system level). Hence, the continued functioning of the dual system is based on both the belief 

in this system and the established social structures. Thus, if the social structures are removed, 

such as when a German company establishes a subsidiary abroad, but the belief system is 

retained because e.g. the CEO in the subsidiary is a German, then there is a higher likelihood 

that the company will implement a dual system abroad, although it will be a modified one 

(Gessler, 2017).

Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework and the articles.

Figure 1: Structure and Articles of the Special Issue, based on Kell (1995, p. 377)
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On the basis of this outlined conceptual framework, we structured the first four articles. To 

this foundation based on first-order research, we added three articles focussed on second-

order research (literature reviews), with the goal of integrative knowledge interpretation, cla-

rification and aggregation in a particular area of first-order research.

The Articles of the Special Issue

This section briefly introduces the seven contributions to the special issue, which will be pu-

blished successively until the end of 2021. We begin with the first-order research and the four 

articles on the micro-, meso-, exo- and macrosystem levels.

Microsystem Level

International curriculum comparison in vocational education and training: A collabora-

tive development of an analysis instrument by Pujun Chen, Anastasia Goncharova, Matthi-

as Pilz, Dietmar Frommberger, Junmin Li, Olga Romanova and Yueru Lin: 

The article focusses on the curriculum – a concept that is less well-defined than might be 

expected. Hence, the different meanings of a curriculum need to be distinguished from one 

another. In their analysis, the authors referred to a theoretical framework introduced by Van 

den Akker et al. (2010) and subsequently distinguished between an intended and an imple-

mented curriculum. The intended curriculum can be seen as an element of the meso system 

level and thus acts as a mediator between the teaching/learning activities of the micro system 

level and the structures of the exosystem level (What should be learned and how should the 

output be measured?). In contrast, the implemented curriculum maps the actual teaching/

learning activities at the micro level (The 'curriculum in action' – What is taught and learned 

and what outputs are created?). 

The (intended and implemented) curriculum approach can be thought of and implemen-

ted in different ways. The authors used a framing device introduced by Sturing et al. (2011), 

called the 'Revised Model of Comprehensive Competence-Based Vocational Education'. 

Using this framing device facilitated their theoretical–conceptual comparison of the curricu-

la in Russia and China. Then, the stages 'Building the Analysis Framework' and 'dapting the 

Analysis Framework' (with the sub-steps Operationalisation of Categories Using Additional 

Literature Research, Data-Driven Adjustment of Categories, Reorganising Categories and 

Adding Categories Inductively) enabled the authors to trace step-by-step how the analyti-

cal tool to compare intended and implemented competence-based curricula in China and 

 Russia was developed.
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Mesosystem Level

Measuring quality in Indian VET institutions: Development steps towards a framework 

adapted to the national context by Muthuveeran Ramasamy, Julia Regel, Harshil Sharma, 

Anjana Rajagopalan and Matthias Pilz: 

The four major modes of the VET system in India consist of private training institutes, ap-

prenticeship training, secondary, higher secondary schools and polytechnic colleges, and 

industrial training institutes (ITIs). The VET system in the country has grown significantly 

in the last 15 years. In particular, IITs have grown from less than 2,000 facilities in 2007 to 

almost 15,000 facilities in 2020. This rapid quantitative expansion, however, has been ac-

companied by negative feedback from the labour market (e.g. skills mismatch), thus leading 

to the problem of how the quality of VET institutions can be measured, controlled and im-

proved. The authors, an Indian–German team of researchers, used a design-based research 

approach to investigate 44 mostly Asian and indigenous Indian quality models, of which 14 

were selected for further analysis. Then, on the basis of over 400 indicators and criteria, the 

authors cross-referenced process dimensions (Input, Process, Output, Outcome) and content 

dimensions (Institutional Sphere and Context, Personnel, Educational Planning, Provision 

and Assessment, Learning and Teaching, Leadership and School Management, Industry Lin-

kage and Learner Achievements), resulting in a matrix. In addition to model development, 

the model was adapted to the national context, a process that played a central role in the stu-

dy. Culture and educational institutions are closely interwoven elements, which is why cul-

tural conditions are particularly necessary when designing educational institutions. In this 

sense, cultural patterns ground normative decisions. As the society in India is characterised 

by high inequality and exclusion, the aspect of ‘Inclusion, Access and Equity’ has emerged as 

a central quality aspect of the model.

Exosystem Level

Cooperation between learning venues and its limits: The hotel industry in Cancún (Mexi-

co) by Beke Vogelsang, Natascha Röhrer, Martina Fuchs and Matthias Pilz:

Cancún is a tourist hotspot in Mexico with about 1,000 hotels and over six million tourists 

every year. The hotel industry, therefore, has significant regional and national importance as 

an employer and economic factor. Although the hotel industry is a major employer, this in-

dustry is not a driver for the development of high-quality jobs for highly qualified employees 

due to low average wages. This circumstance, together with the high level of local competiti-

on, has led to a great demand for skilled workers. At the same time, this has led to a staffing 

shortage, especially at the middle level, including receptionists and service personnel. Due 
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to the existing demand, the hotel industry is participating in a government initiative aimed 

at improving VET within the legal framework of the 'Modelo Mexicano de Formación Dual 

(MMFD)' by intensifying cooperation between educational institutions and the industry. A 

central research question and problem of VET research arises precisely from this focus: How 

can cooperation between two institutions and their actors succeed if they pursue different 

goals based on their interests and functions (training versus profit)?

On the basis of a theoretical framework proposed by Billet et al. (2007), the authors of 

this article conducted qualitative interviews to examine the principles of successful coope-

ration. Their analysis focussed on the following three principles: building and maintaining 

shared purposes and goals, building and maintaining relations with partners and building 

and maintaining partnership governance and leadership.

Macrosystem Level

Social representation of non-academic work in Mexico in the light of cultural artefacts by 

Ute Clement, Paola García Fuentes, Stefan Gold, Claudia Hunink and Lydia Raesfeld: 

This contribution is also focused on Mexico and is linked directly to the contribution of 

Vogelsang et al. (2021) at the exosystem level. The term 'non-academic work' was used in 

this article for a broad field of activities (e.g. agriculture or industrial activities) requiring 

competences not acquired at the university. Even though such non-academic work forms the 

backbone of any economy and society, it is often considered in Mexico (and in other coun-

tries) as something deficient and inferior, especially when compared to academic work. This 

perception is a historically and culturally shaped social construct that is very powerful and 

influences the education and employment systems equally. 

Certainly, there is consensus in this general form of description. The difficulties arise as 

soon as deeper questions are asked (e.g. What exactly is the social representation of non-

academic work for (young) people in Mexico?). For their analysis, the authors used the 

 theoretical framework model by Abric (1993), who distinguished between stable and rigid 

core elements and unstable and fluid peripheral elements. Social representations are shaped 

by human actions in artefacts and thus become visible; in turn, these artefacts shape social re-

presentations and thus become effective. This reciprocity between social representations and 

artefacts makes it possible to capture the social representations that are influenced by them 

via the analysis of artefacts. In analysing and presenting the results, the authors considered 

three categories in more detail: Competencies (e.g. Which knowledge does the working per-

son show?), Habitus (e.g. What is the working person proud of?) and Working Conditions 

(e.g. Which context conditions are visible?).
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The following three articles are review studies considered as second-order research. Here, we 

refer to the definition of literature reviews as "systematic syntheses of previous work around 

a particular topic" (Card, 2010, p. 725).

Review Study: European VET Policy

Mapping research on European VET policy with a systematic literature review method: A 

pilot study by Ianina Scheuch, Sandra Bohlinger, Anne Bieß and Hoang Long Nguyen: 

European VET policy is a heterogeneous field of knowledge that is difficult to delineate. This 

article has two aims: (1) To test the extent to which the method of a systematic review is sui-

table for use in such a complex research field, and (2) to assess the application of the method 

to systematise and measure the field of knowledge, even if the results may not be conclusive. 

As a methodological framework, the authors used the approach of Gessler and Siemer (2020) 

with the following four phases: (1) Definition of the scope, (2) data selection, (3) data pro-

cessing and (4) data reporting. The search criteria are deliberately narrow. In particular, the 

search is for a combination of 'VET' or 'vocational education and training' in combination 

with 'polic*' or other suitable terms (e.g., 'governance'). 

The authors worked with curated databases (e.g. Scopus) and found 70 articles in English 

for the period 2000–2020 after screening. Of these, 30 studies remained after performing 

another round of screening and controlling eligibility, thus building the grounding of the 

analysis. After a count (e.g. articles published per journal), a matrix was developed to group 

the existing articles in terms of topics and methods. Three major clusters were distinguished: 

(1) Governance in European VET policy at the EU-system level, (2) European VET policy 

and cross-country comparisons in the EU and (3) European VET policy implementation at 

the national level. Finally, the authors reflected on their experiences in applying the review 

method during the four phases of the review. The authors' critical review thus applies an in-

terpretative scheme that captures the method in combination with the topic.

Review Study: Transfer of VET

Transfer in international vocational education and training research: A systematic lite-

rature review by Miriam Toepper, Olga Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia and Carla Kühling-Thees:

The authors conducted a systematic review to examine the topic 'transfer of VET' from one 

place to another, which can include, e.g., ideas, concepts, structures and practices. The search 

terms used were combined with the term 'transfer', such as 'policy transfer', 'educational trans-

fer' or 'transfer of training'. This demonstrates the diversity in which the term is being used in 

research. With the additional aim of including the transfer of the German dual system abroad 
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(e.g. the articles on Mexico in this special issue), the search terms 'German dual system' 

and 'dual apprenticeship' were also used. 

The search yielded 230 German and English language studies published from 2010–2020. In 

addition to a database search, the 'snowball sampling technique' was also used. After abstract/

full-text screening and application of the inclusion criteria, 40 studies were included in the ana-

lysis. These 40 articles were systematically analysed using the following criteria: (1) Aim of the 

study, (2) method, (3) sample, (4) countries involved and (5) reference. From these 40 studies, 

six studies were of a theoretical–conceptual nature. However, the methodological basis of the 

other empirical studies was not always ascertainable. For example, the research methods and 

samples were not always precisely described. The analysis was thus condensed with regard to 

the 'key challenges in VET transfer' and 'key success factors in VET transfer'. The authors con-

cluded by reflecting on the limitations and formulating implications for future research. Nota-

bly, most studies are based on recipient countries or companies, which is why the authors re-

commend a greater focus on comparative transfer studies with different countries in the future.

Review Study: VET Research

 

Large-scale scoping reviews or mapping reviews are still rare in VET research. Nevertheless, the 

first few systematic knowledge mapping approaches have already been introduced. For example, 

Bezerra et al. (2020) conducted a worldwide mapping of work-based learning research (period 

covered: All years, N=410). The current paper, meanwhile, has an even broader focus: VET re-

search. Thus, 'work-based learning' was included as a search term. Alternative terms (e.g. 'skill 

formation' or 'technical education') were also considered because VET is a widely used but so-

metimes criticised and, therefore, sometimes substituted term (Dougherty & Lombardi, 2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

������� ������ �� �������� �� ��� �������� ������� �������� ��� �������� � �������

������ ������� �������� by Michael Gessler, Christof Nägele and Barbara Stalder:

 The study deals with the research question: How has VET research evolved in the last de- 

cade? Within this broad scope, the authors concentrated on four aspects: the actors, the know- 

ledge base, the major themes and the evolution of the themes in time. The search was limited 

to English-language and peer-reviewed articles published between 2011–2020. Finally, the au- 

thors obtained 5,474 articles, which they subsequently considered in the analysis. This study 

used bibliometric analysis, a technique that has increasingly been used as a tool and basis for 

monitoring the research content and performance of scientific disciplines. Various tools were 

used for different purposes, such as biblioshiny for bibliometrix, an R-tool for science mapping 

analysis (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017) to perform descriptive bibliometric analysis and the soft- 

ware SciMat for mapping analysis within a longitudinal framework to identify major themes 

and the evolution of the themes in time (Cobo et al., 2012).
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Conclusion

The model of the ‘triadic conception of purposes in comparative VET research' (Evans 2020) 

represents a heuristic for describing the purposes of international VET research. In this 

model, two strands of research are linked: (i) International and intercultural comparative 

VET research, which focusses on mutual learning and exchange along the dimensions of 

similarity and difference, and (ii) development studies, which focus on a contextualised un-

derstanding of change and pursue concrete development goals, such as poverty reduction 

('improvement'). These approaches have in common that they are based on the importance of 

understanding and communication as necessary conditions. Ultimately, international VET 

research differs from other fields of enquiry in the way it achieves 'criticality', which is at the 

centre of the triadic purpose. The triadic conception of the purposes of international compa-

rative VET research is illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Triadic Conception of Purposes, Source: Evans (2020, p. 16)

While German international VET cooperation lacked any form of evaluation and reflection 

until the 1990s (see Introduction), from 1990-2010, international VET cooperation lacked 

something even more fundamental: Attention. Since the 2010s, political attention has retur-

ned, and with this turnaround, research funding has also begun again (with the first projects 

starting in 2019), and with research, criticality has finally returned. Criticality means coun-

tering uncritical assumptions of unilinear development perspectives and dominant discour-

ses. It is the value of international VET research that lies precisely in this tension between 

existing interests and practices, as exemplarily illustrated in this special issue.
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Method: The instrument for analysis and comparison of curricular documents, was 

 developed in an iterative multi-stage process, combining deductive and inductive steps. The 

embeddedness of the elements of a competence-based approach in curricular documents 

is investigated, using qualitative content analysis. To develop a coding frame, we started 

with a comprehensive partially systematic literature review of international, Russian and 

Chinese discourses on competence-based curricula. The frame was built on the selected 

model of competence-based education, and on accumulated results of the literature analysis 

of  national discourses. Furthermore, during the first coding process, an iterative adaptation 

of the developed instrument took place.

Results: The result of this process was the development of an analysis instrument which, 

on the one hand, is well-adapted to each national context and, on the other hand, allows a 

comparison of results along the same dimensions of analysis, in our case, elements of the 

competence-based approach in curriculum. 

Conclusion: Developing an analysis framework for a cross-cultural comparative investiga-

tion of such a diffuse and heterogeneous construct as the competence-based approach, can 

pose a methodological challenge for an international team of researchers. However, an ef-

fective application of own team resources such as proficiency in different languages, insider 

and outsider perspectives, along with continuous intensive communication and a flexible, 

iterative research process, allows development of a well-adapted analysis instrument for in-

ternational comparison.

Keywords: International Comparative Research, Vocational Education and Training, VET, 

Competence-Based Education, Curriculum, Analysis Instrument

1 Introduction

The interest in the experience of other countries in the educational field has a long tradition; 

however, globalization has been continuously intensifying the pursuit of a more profound 

understanding of different education systems. Governments support and invest in deve-

lopment of various forms of international cooperation and partnerships in the educational 

fields, in order to exchange good practices, or bring their educational know-how to foreign 

markets (Lauterbach, 2003a; McDonald, 2012). Playing a crucial role in workforce prepara-

tion for the labor market and, therefore, in the country's economic prosperity, the sector of 

Vocational Education and Training (VET), as could be expected, is gaining a lot of interest as 

a sphere of cooperation and mutual learning. In light of these processes, the importance of 

comparative research on VET is growing (Lauterbach & Mitter, 2018). This research contri-

butes to a deeper understanding of different VET approaches and systems, their functioning, 
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 development, stakeholders, relationships to general and higher education and so forth, pro-

viding the necessary foundation for further international cooperation and research processes 

in the VET field, and valuable information for political decisions (Lauterbach, 2003a). In 

addition, one of the further intentions associated with comparative (VET) research is to gain 

lessons from successful practices abroad in order to improve own education system (Phillips, 

2009). 

The international VET field is far more heterogeneous than general education, often with 

very different organizational forms, curriculum approaches, constellations of involved ac-

tors and modes of regulation, around the world (Billett, 2011; Pilz & Li, 2020). The vari-

ety of terms used to describe this educational sector reflects this diversity, among which 

are technical and vocational education and training, technical-vocational education, further 

education and training, vocational and technical education, or career and technical education 

( MacKenzie & Polvere, 2009). In some national contexts, the field of VET is clearly defined, 

while in others, there is no clear distinction from other fields of education or spheres of 

workforce preparation (Grollmann, 2009). Fischer (2020) points out that terms representing 

comparable facts, can be missing in different national contexts, while in some cases, the same 

words can be used to define different elements of reality. Consequently, international com-

parative research in the field of VET is characterized by great complexity. Researchers face 

various methodological challenges and organizational problems, on one hand specific to in-

ternational comparative educational studies and, on the other connected to the VET sector’s 

described heterogeneity. Consequently, obtaining comprehensive, transparent and compara-

tive research results, becomes more challenging when VET systems of different countries are 

addressed in the research (Pilz, 2012).

At the same time, some researchers point out that comparative VET research is still a 

relatively new (sub-)discipline, where conceptual and methodological approaches are not 

yet well developed (Evans, 2020; Lauterbach, 2003b; Lauterbach & Mitter, 1998; Pilz & Li, 

2020). In this regard, Lauterbach (2018a) critically points out that there is still a tendency 

to classify different national systems of VET through judgmental ethnocentric perspective 

evaluation, with broad structuring criteria in comparative VET research. Such an isolated 

analysis of specific factors can lead to the creation and reinforcement of stereotypes. Fromm-

berger (2000) underlines, that the value of international comparison lies not only in a simple 

juxtaposition of the national systems, based on the common denominator and production of 

the general conclusions valid and applicable across borders, but especially in the interesting 

findings resulting from the identification of differences (Frommberger, 2000). A cross-border 

exchange between researchers through the analysis process, particularly during the interpre-

tation of results, should facilitate international comparison (Frommberger, 2000). 

Against the background of Frommberger’s considerations, in recent years a positive de-

velopment in the organization of comparative investigations, which allows a more efficient 
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and fruitful exchange between researchers, can be identified. More and more comparative 

VET research projects are conducted cooperatively by research teams from different coun-

tries rather than by researchers from one state (Pilz et al., 2020). Methodological approaches 

of such studies are usually different. Combining different expertise, external and internal 

perspectives on VET systems or aspects thereof, benefits the quality of the research, and helps 

to overcome ethnocentric perspectives. However, the organizational, cultural and linguistic 

diversity in such teams usually requires a more complex research process, and has specific 

methodological implications. 

In this paper, we present an example of the research process in international comparati-

ve research on VET, conducted cooperatively by a team of researchers from three different 

countries. Taking it as an example, in this paper we aim to describe and to reflect how, under 

the condition of great complexity of VET as a research subject, an analysis instrument can 

be cooperatively developed, which can be applied for an international comparative study 

and, at the same time, be nationally adapted. This paper will start with a presentation of 

the overall research context within which the presented analysis framework was developed. 

After, central theoretical concepts of the research will be outlined. Further, the development 

and adaptation process of the analysis framework will be presented. Finally, we will discuss 

the lessons we learned from our experience. Therefore, this paper contributes to discussion 

of the methodology of comparative research. The state of research into this topic as well as a 

presentation of the analysis results of the study are not within the scope of this paper.

2 Research Context

This paper presents a part of the comparative study conducted within an international re-

search project on the competence-based approach in commercial VET. Within the frame-

work of the project, five universities from China, Germany and Russia are participating in 

the research collaboration, which is: Conducting an international comparative study of the 

competence-based approach in commercial VET. In China and Russia, the competence-

based approach has been introduced as part of the VET modernization policies in recent 

years. This research project aims to investigate whether the envisaged reform intentions are 

successfully incorporated in practice in both countries. Therefore, two central consecutive 

research questions of the whole research project were formulated:

1. Which elements of the competence-based approach are established in didactic- curricular 

planning of educational processes (intended curriculum, see Section 3)?

2. To what extent is this planning realized during teaching and learning processes in the 

classroom (implemented curriculum, see Section 3)? 
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The research results should contribute to a better understanding of the development and the 

implementation of competence-based approach in VET curricula in both countries. Based 

on these research results, recommendations for the further development of competence-

based curricula will be elaborated.

In the context of the research project, the competence-based approach serves therefore as 

the tertium comparationis for comparing VET of China and Russia. Tertium comparationis 

refers to the similarity of different elements to be compared, and is considered a prerequisite 

for systematic comparison (Kosmützky et al., 2020; Parreira do Amaral, 2015; Raivola, 1985). 

Following the central research questions, the meta tertium comparationis is further divided 

into two sub-elements: (1) Embeddedness of the elements of the competence-based approach 

in VET curricular documents, and (2) implementation in teaching-learning processes in a 

classroom. Accordingly, the research processes are designed in two phases (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Focus of Different Research Phases and Corresponding Methods

In the first research phase, the embeddedness of the elements of the competence-based ap-

proach in target curricular documents from both countries is analyzed and compared, by 

using a qualitative content analysis method, which is understood as a method for describing 

selected text meanings through a process of organizing information into categories related 

to the central research questions, and identifying themes or patterns (Bowen, 2009; Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005; Kuckartz, 2014; Mayring, 2000; Schreier, 2014). Qualitative content analysis 

has proved to be a well-suited method for curriculum analysis in several studies (Pilz et al., 

2016; Levander & Mikkola, 2009; Malekipour et al., 2017; Pilz & Li, 2012; Shkedi, 2009). It 

can be applied to various types of written texts and, therefore, is suitable for analyzing the 

intended curriculum in our research. The system of categories for the analysis of intended 

curriculum, was developed with a mixed approach combining both concept-driven catego-

ries and data-driven categories (Kuckartz, 2019).
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The second research phase is dedicated to analysis of the implementation of the competence-

based approach in teaching and learning processes, by using the methods of structured class-

room observation, and interviews with the involved teachers in selected vocational schools 

in both countries. Classroom observation is seen as a common method in studies of teaching 

and learning practices, to explore the reality of what occurs in the classroom (Guo & Pilz, 

2020; Wragg, 1999). Structured observation is especially suitable for studies with specific re-

search questions or focus (Phellas et al., 2011), which in our case is the implementation of the 

competence-based approach. The categories developed in the first research phase are used to 

build the structured observation instrument, to scrutinize the actual implementation of tho-

se elements of the competence-based approach identified from the intended curriculum in 

real teaching and learning processes. Afterwards, the teachers involved are interviewed with 

the purpose of reflection on the observed teaching and learning processes, with reference 

to the competence-based approach. This paper is dedicated to the first phase of the research 

processes, focusing on developing the instrument for analysis and comparison of intended 

curriculum. 

3 Theoretical Background

Two central concepts underlying our research should be briefly clarified.

3.1 Curriculum

The concept of curriculum is used as a theoretical basis for the question of planning and im-

plementing educational processes. In the literature on curriculum theory, there is no common 

definition of curriculum. Referring to the complexity of the curriculum concept,  Adamson 

and Morris (2014) describe curriculum as "multifaceted, operating at a variety of focal points 

and in diverse manifestations" (p. 310). The word curriculum originates from the Latin for 

a short running track (Adamson & Morris, 2014). A variety of curriculum concepts range 

from a very narrow understanding of curriculum, understood as normative documentation 

containing educational intentions (European Centre for the Development of Vocational Trai-

ning, 2010), to vast conceptions, including various levels and representations. An example of 

the broad definitions is Model of Goodlad et al. (1979), which classifies the curriculum into 

six classes: Ideal curriculum, formal curriculum, perceived curriculum, operational curri-

culum, experienced curriculum, and attained curriculum. Van den Akker et al. (2010) pro-

posed a simpler typology of curriculum representations by further developing the model of 

Goodlad et al. (1979). He distinguished between three broad curriculum representations: 

Intended, implemented, and attained curriculum. The International Bureau of Education of 
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the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (IBE-UNESCO) also 

provides definitions of these three curriculum representations. 

Among narrower definitions of curriculum, which describe certain aspects of education 

process, and broader definitions and typologies, covering various aspects of educational pro-

cesses, experiences and outcomes, for our research we intended to select a curriculum con-

cept which corresponds to the scope of our research question and at the same time which 

can be general enough to be used in a comparative study and be applied in different natio-

nal contexts. The threefold classification of the curriculum is chosen as most applicable for 

our research, because the conceptualization of the first two levels closely covers the focus 

elements of our main research question, namely planning and implementing the educatio-

nal processes in VET. More precisely, the definitions from IBE-UNESCO were adopted as 

working definitions of intended and implemented curricula for our research (see Table 1). 

The definitions are broad enough and at the same time provide a good orientation for data 

selection on different stages of the study.

Table 1: Working Definition of Curriculum in CodeVET

Intended  
Curriculum

"A set of formal documents which specify what the relevant national education authorities and society 
expect that students will learn at school in terms of knowledge, understanding, skills, values, and attitudes 
to be acquired and developed, and how the outcomes of the teaching and learning process will be assessed. 
It is usually embodied in curriculum framework(s) and guides, syllabi, textbooks, teacher’s guides, content 
of tests and examinations, regulations, policies and other official documents …" (IBE-UNESCO, 2013).

Implemented  
Curriculum

"The actual teaching and learning activities taking place in schools through interaction between learners 
and teachers as well as among learners, e.g., how the intended curriculum is translated into practice and ac-
tually delivered. Also defined as the 'curriculum in action' or the 'taught curriculum'" (IBE-UNESCO, 2013).

3.2 Competence-Based Approach

Competence-based education, is becoming one of the leading paradigms for  modernization 

of contemporary professional, vocational and continuing education, at both system-level and 

the level of educational processes (Biemans et al., 2004; Hodge et al., 2019; Wesselink et al., 

2010). Broad recognition of the competence-based approach in VET is explained by an expec-

tation that it contributes to narrowing the gap between educational and professional spheres, 

and allows an easier transition from school to work (Biemans et al., 2004). However, a concept 

of competence, which underlines the competence-based approach in education, is still very 

diffuse (Baumeler, 2019; Hodge et al., 2019). There is no universally accepted definition of 

competence, which can cover a large variety of the ways in which the term is used (Weinert, 

2001; Winterton, 2012). Weinert (2001) conducted a study exploring different theoretical 

approaches to the concept of competence for the Organization for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD)’s international and interdisciplinary project DeSeCo (Definition 
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and Selection of Competencies: Theoretical and Conceptual Foundations). He  distinguished 

nine different ways in which a concept of competence is defined or interpreted theoretically: 

General cognitive ability, specialized cognitive skills, competence-performance model, modi-

fied competence-performance model, motivated action tendencies, objective and subjective 

self-concepts, action competence, key competencies, and meta- competencies ( Weinert, 2001). 

Boahin et al. (2014) further point out, that different organizations and countries use the same 

term of competence but conceptualize it differently based on their institutional structures and 

labor processes. Le Deist and Winterton (2005) argue that national contexts influence under-

standing of competence; however, Winterton (2012) underlines that even within countries, 

there are diversities in the understanding and use of competence approaches across sectors 

or between different education spheres. Consequently, its essential features and modalities 

within national VET systems and internationally are heterogeneous (Baumeler, 2019). Due to 

the heterogeneity of the competence concept, no single competence concept was chosen as a 

basis for the research from the start. Instead, the understanding and conceptualization of the 

competence-based approach in the English-speaking world, as well as Russian and Chinese 

theoretical discourses, will be explored and elaborated (see Section 4.1).

4 Collaborative Development of the Analysis Framework for 

 the First Research Phase

The development process of the analysis framework for content analysis of intended 

 curriculum represents a complex multistage process, with both deductive and inductive steps, 

which is presented below in Figure 2. The development process of the analysis  framework 

was carried out collaboratively by the whole research team.
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Figure 2: The Development Procedure of the Analysis Framework

4.1 Building the Analysis Framework

In the first stage, the whole team, with researchers from Germany, China, and Russia, worked 

cooperatively to construct the joint analysis framework. The process started with a literature 

analysis of the international (published in English language), Russian and Chinese discourses 

on competence-based (vocational) education. The literature analysis included an evidence 

review, also called systematic review (Gessler & Siemer, 2020), and a research on various 

models of competence-based education. 

The goal of the evidence review was to identify the main features of the competence-

based approach at different curriculum levels in VET from recent scientific discourses on 

competence-based education. The results of the literature review of international discourse 

were to build the foundation for the analysis framework development for intended curricula. 

Furthermore, the results from the analysis of Russian and Chinese discourses aimed to pro-

vide the basis for the extension of the analysis framework to target national contexts.

Results gained from the international discourse analysis were evaluated, and several pro-

blems regarding their usability for framework development were identified. First, the ar-
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ticles in the sample of international discourse, were mainly from English-speaking coun-

tries.  Furthermore, in the accumulated results, conceptualizations of a competence-based 

approach from several countries, in particular from Australia, Netherlands and the USA, 

were predominant, due to the number of articles in the sample dedicated to them. Therefore, 

the derived features reflect the international discourse on competence-based education only 

to a limited extent.

Thus, various models in the international discourse, containing characteristics of com-

petence-based VET, were researched as an alternative foundation for building a curriculum 

analysis framework. The following models were identified: Watson (1991), Deißinger and 

Hellwig (2005), Wesselink et al. (2007), Wesselink et al. (2010), Sturing et al. (2011). Owing 

to space constraints, all models cannot be presented here. Although a relative similarity cha-

racterizes these models in respect of their constituent features, the model of Sturing et al. 

(2011) was assessed by our research team as potentially the most suitable foundation for 

constructing an analysis framework. Here we should clarify our choice: 

The Revised Model of Comprehensive Competence-Based Vocational Education (Re-

vised CCBE Model) of Sturing et al. (2011) represents the result of years of research on com-

petence-based vocational education by a Dutch research community. It was revised several 

times based on the results of constituent studies, which use various empirical data and me-

thods, and therefore it is characterized by a high validity and credibility. Among the consi-

dered models, the Revised CCBE Model is the most comprehensive and validated model for 

evaluation of the "competentiveness" (Sturing et al., 2011, p. 193) of educational programs 

with a solid theoretical background. 

Furthermore, the Revised CCBE Model was recently applied in other national contexts, for 

instance in Indonesia (Misbah et al., 2019) and in Ethiopia (Solomon, 2016). The  successful 

utilization of the Revised CCBE Model outside of the Dutch VET context is further argument 

supporting the choice of the Revised CCBE Model in our research.

Another argument concerns the concept of competence underlying the model, which 

is oriented on the holistic understanding of competence and social constructivist view of 

 learning (Sturing et al., 2011). Although in both countries researched in this project, Russia 

and China, there is no unified definition of competence in scientific discourse or educational 

policy documents, a holistic understanding of competence dominates. In Russian scientific 

literature on VET, competence is often defined as an integrative whole of knowledge, skills 

and personal qualities, ensuring professional activity (Goljaeva, 2011; Trofimova, 2013; Zeer 

& Symanjuk, 2005). Some others underline experience as another important element of com-

petence (Zeer & Symanjuk, 2005). Such an understanding of competence is also used in some 

normative documents in VET. For instance, recently developed methodological recommen-

dations for actualization of educational standards for VET competence are defined as "ability 

to apply knowledge, skills and practical experience for successful activity in a certain area" 
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(The Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation, 2015, p. 2). Under the ho-

listic view in the Chinese context, competence emphasized in the VET field is regarded as the 

integration of knowledge, skills, and attitudes, embodied in an individual’s professional work 

performance, combined with specific work situations (Chen, 2010; He, 2003; Pang, 2010). In 

most VET policy documents, competence is usually understood as professional competenci-

es which are referred to as the integration of knowledge, skills, attitudes and physical abilities 

necessary to perform professional activities (Pang, 2010). Therefore, the concept of compe-

tence behind the Revised CCBE Model does not contradict the understanding of competence 

in the researched countries. Furthermore, the comparison of the features of a competence-

based curriculum derived from analysis of national discourses, and the characteristics of 

competence-based VET of the model, demonstrated a considerable conformity. 

Taking all the above-mentioned arguments into account, namely the holistic under-

standing of competence, the comprehensiveness and credibility of the model, as well as its 

applicability in different national contexts, this Revised Model of Comprehensive Com-

petence-Based Vocational Education was chosen as the basis for the analysis framework, 

which however still needs further modification by additional characteristics for Russian and 

 Chinese contexts. 

The Revised CCBE Model consists of ten principles of competence-based vocational edu-

cation (Sturing et al., 2011):

1. The study program is based on core tasks, working processes and competences (the 

 qualification profile).

2. Complex vocational core problems are central.

3. Learning activities take place in different concrete, meaningful vocational situations.

4. Knowledge, skills and attitudes are integrated.

5. Students are regularly assessed.

6. Students are challenged to reflect on their own learning.

7. The study program is structured in such a way that the students increasingly self-steer 

their learning.

8. The study program is flexible.

9. The guidance is adjusted to the learning needs of the students.

10. In the study program attention is paid to learning, career and citizenship competences. 

Initially, these principles represented the analysis categories of the common part of the ana-

lysis framework. Its applicability in Chinese and Russian contexts was evaluated through 

interviews with national experts from both countries in the VET field. Their opinion was, 

that the analysis framework is applicable, but should be further adapted for country-specific 

contexts. In addition, a pilot study on selected German VET curricula was carried out to test 

the applicability of the analysis framework for intended curriculum; results demonstrated 
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that the analysis framework could be used for the analysis of intended curriculum. How-

ever, in spite the model’s comprehensiveness, some of the concepts behind the principles, 

for instance self-steering or self-reflection are not sufficiently operationalized to be used for 

our research purpose. Therefore, a further literature review was necessary to operationalize 

the selected concepts. Furthermore, the direct use of principles as analysis categories was 

problematic during the pilot study. In this sense, principles should rather serve as a starting 

point for determining characteristics of the competence-based curriculum which should be 

analyzed. For this purpose, the analysis categories and their descriptions were formulated, 

based on the theoretical foundation of the model. Additionally, the country-specific cha-

racteristics with corresponding categories added to the joint part of the analysis framework. 

Finally, the analysis framework was evaluated during the discussions with project partners 

in both countries. 

As a result of the steps described, the first version of the analysis framework was  completed. 

A typical suggested cross-language translation process (Guillemin et al., 1993) was not in-

cluded in our development process, because the analysis instrument is applied directly in 

English for the Chinese and Russian curricular documents by the researchers who are native 

speakers of Chinese and Russian as well as proficient in English.

4.2 Adapting the Analysis Framework

In the second stage of the analysis framework development, the developed system of ca-

tegories was applied to empirical data. After analysis of half of the collected curricular 

 documents, various difficulties in the application of the instrument were identified (see 

 Sections 4.2.1–4.2.4). Therefore, a further adaptation process was required. Compared to 

other procedures of cross-cultural adaptations of research instruments carried out before 

instrument  application (Gjersing et al., 2010), the majority of adaptation steps in our re-

search were performed during the first application of the developed analysis instrument. The 

 procedure of qualitative content analysis in this study, particularly regarding construction 

of categories, does not strictly correspond to any procedures presented in the literature on 

content analysis, but rather represents several ideas and steps combined to best suit the spe-

cific methodological requirements of our comparative study (see Figure 3). In this regard, 

Mayring (2000) emphasized that while conducting a qualitative content analysis, researchers 

should keep in mind that a research question should take precedence over the proposed steps 

in the procedure of content analysis. If necessary, the procedure can be adapted to fit the 

specificity of the research better.
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Figure 3: Adaptation Process of the Analysis Framework

Using several examples, different kinds of procedure in the adaptation process of the instru-

ment for the curriculum analysis in our research are presented below.

4.2.1 Operationalization of Categories Using Additional Literature Research

Principles and their descriptions, as explained earlier, built a basis for deriving characteristics 

of the competence-based curriculum, and categories to analyze them, as well as descrip-

tions of the categories. However, we noticed during the first coding round, that descriptions 

of some categories, especially the ones concerning teaching and learning, were too general 

and were difficult to apply to the data. The reason for that lay in the insufficient operatio-

nalization of the underlying concepts of the principles. The model was not created for the 

analysis of curricula, neither did it offer comprehensive instructions regarding realization of 

didactic principles. Therefore, a literature review of the most relevant scholarly sources on 

the concepts underlying the principles, was conducted. These concepts are: Self-reflection 

and self-steering in learning, flexible curricula and learner-centered teaching and learning, 

curriculum integration, life-long learning, citizenship and career competencies. Due to limi-

ted space, we will only provide two examples.

Category of Self-Reflection

The principle of self-reflection in the Revised CCBE model emphasizes that students should be 

motivated and provided with opportunities to reflect on their learning process and results (Stu-

ring et al., 2011). The reflection practice allows students to understand the connection between 

specific learning experiences and successful performance in practice (Wesselink et al., 2007). 

Wesselink et al. (2017) suggest that critical reflection is essential for the development of com-

petences because it facilitates the necessary processes of that deepening and expanding of lear-

ning experiences. However, the model does not provide concrete specifications of the didactic 

implementation of the principle, and implications of the principle for the intended curriculum.
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Through further literature research, the most influential and highly cited literature on the 

concept of reflective learning (Boud et al., 1985; Boyd & Fales, 1983; Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 

1976) were overviewed to operationalize the concept of self-reflection, for the purpose of our 

research. Several didactic implications were derived from these publications and are reflected 

in the set of indicators for the description of the category self-reflection (see Table 2).

Table 2: Common Category of Self-Reflection and its Description

Curriculum Characteristic:

Curriculum prescribes that students have to be stimulated to practice self-reflection on their learning and achievements 
(explicit manifestation) or/and includes methods and activities involving self-reflection of own learning process and achie-
vements by students (implicit manifestation).

Analysis Category: 

Self-reflection

Category Description:

This category includes 

 a statements (didactic recommendations, suggestions or prescriptions) in the intended curriculum about the sti-
mulation or encouragement of students to reflect on their learning experience and achievements (explicit);  
AND

 b statements in the intended curricula containing learning and assessment activities, methods and approaches involving 
self-reflection of students on their learning results and achievements (implicit). 

Indicators of Such Methods, Activities or Didactic Recommendations are: 
 – Students review learning contents and reflect on their previous and current learning experience; 
 – Students are encouraged to actively relate their understanding of tasks to previous knowledge (recollecting);
 – Teacher encourages students to interact actively with learning materials;
 – Students reflect on their strength and weakness in relation to learning goals;
 – Students are encouraged to be open for new information from various sources (internal and external);
 – Students are encouraged to establish continuity of self with past, present and future;
 – Debriefing or similar reflection writing technique is used in the learning process;
 – Students are encouraged to re-examine their experiences;
 – Teachers encourage students to understanding implication of their personal actions on results/outcomes;
 – Teachers encourage students to observe the learning situation or problem from a variety of perspectives;
 – Etcetera.

Category of General Competencies

The principle underlines the importance of the development of the learning, career and 

 citizenship competencies during the study program (Sturing et al., 2011). The general under-

standing of these competencies, which can be derived from the theoretical background of the 

model, is that they are not the competencies needed for a specific occupation but required 

for continuous personal and career development as well as for successful work and social life. 

However, the authors of the model did not explicitly define or operationalize the competence 

groups described in the principle. Therefore, for our research purposes, a further operatio-

nalization was required.

We started with a literature review of the concepts of learning, citizenship and life-long 

learning competencies. In the effort to operationalize the learning, career and citizenship 
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competencies we faced a conceptual problem. Operationalizing these competencies  separately 

based on different resources would lead to the partial loss of the comprehensive objective 

behind the principle. Furthermore, the theoretical differentiation between two competency 

groups, learning and career competencies, was not totally clear. 

Around the globe on national and supranational levels, there are different concepts of 

competencies, which can be compared to the understanding of the competence groups 

 presented by the authors of the model. These groups of competencies are, in their meaning, 

similar to the concept of general, key, generic, transferable, multidisciplinary or cross- 

curricular competencies, which have been widely discussed in the research and political dis-

courses for some time. We considered and compared the usage of different frameworks: The 

framework Key Competencies and New Literacy (Dobryakova et al., 2020), the framework 

of Key Competencies for Lifelong Learning developed at the European Union level (Council 

of the European Union, 2018), as well as the international and interdisciplinary framework 

of the key competencies developed within the project DeSeCo (OECD, 2005). Although the 

frameworks represent conceptually suitable options for our research, and are internationally 

developed, there were some limitations to their applicability. The European framework is 

characterized especially by its regional distinctions in respect to its development and applica-

tion. Although the DeSeCo model was internationally developed, Russia and China were not 

involved in this process. The framework Key Competencies and New Literacy was recently 

developed by an international team of researchers and experts from eight countries including 

Russia and China, who analyzed more than 180 national and international frameworks of 

competencies, was reviewed (Dobryakova et al., 2020). We considered this framework as a 

potentially suitable option for our research due to the participation of Russia and China in 

the development process. However, as with other above-mentioned frameworks, it represents 

a conceptual instrument, developed theoretically, based on other existing frameworks and 

still not implemented in the educational contexts of Russia and China.

After consideration of advantages and disadvantages of utilizing the described options, it 

was decided to concentrate on the essential idea behind the principle, namely on the impor-

tance of development of the non-vocational competencies along with occupation-specific 

competencies. In that way, the main idea of the principle is reflected in our analysis frame-

work. At the same time, a further enlargement of the category system through utilization of 

a specific conceptual framework could be avoided. The term general competencies was prag-

matically selected for our research. To operationalize the term general competencies, the ove-

rarching objective of this competencies group described in the model was brought into focus, 

instead of using a classification or building various sub-groups of competencies (see Table 3). 



31Chen, Goncharova, Pilz, Frommberger, Li, Romanova, Lin

Table 3: Common Category of General Competencies and its Description

Curriculum Characteristic:

In the curriculum the attention is paid to the development of various general competencies.

Analysis Category:

General competencies

Category Description:

This category includes statements, referring to the development of competencies which are not directly connected to the 
chosen profession/vocation, but useful for the professional success and fulfillment in any kind of future professional activity, 
for the personal fulfillments as well as for life-long learning. This group includes all competencies in the curriculum, which 
are not directly connected to the chosen vocation.

4.2.2 Data-Driven Adjustment of Categories

During the first coding process, researchers were often confronted with the problem that a 

category description or name did not fit the data well, and had to be adjusted. The step of 

further development and adjustment of categories based on data is typical for a  qualitative 

analysis procedure (Kuckartz, 2014). However, while working with material in different 

languages in our research, every change in the common system of categories needed to 

be discussed and approved by a team to fit for coding in both contexts, instead of making 

 adjustments independently. For this, questionable coding examples from Russian and Chine-

se curricular documents were translated into English and discussed, until researchers found 

a consensual solution on how a category should be modified to fit both data. Additionally, a 

joint coding guideline containing coding examples from Russian and Chinese curricula in 

original language, and their translations into English, was created and constantly updated, 

during the first coding process (see Table 4). Through this approach the subjective reasoning 

of researchers, which is otherwise not available due to the language aspect, could be made 

more transparent for the whole team.



32 Collaborative Development of a Curriculum Analysis Instrument

Table 4: Example of Coding Guideline

Analysis 
Category 

Categories’ 
Description

Anchor Examples 
Russia

Coding Rules Anchor Examples  
China

Coding Rules

1a.  
Qualification 
Profile

a1.  
Statements 
indicating that 
qualification 
profile is used 
in the  
curriculum 
development 
process

"Forms and methods of 
assessment of  
professional compe-
tence formation,  
indicators, and assess-
ment criteria are  
developed in  
accordance with the 
requirements of  
professional standards." 
"Формы и 
методы оценки 
сформированности 
профессиональных 
компетенций, 
показатели и 
критерии оценки 
разработаны в 
соответствии с 
требованиями 
профессиональных  
стандартов." 

Coded: 
Mentioning of 
professional 
standards of 
any kind

"The accounting 
training programs 
are [...] closely 
combining the 
requirements of 
talents training 
in the accounting 
professional quali-
fication profile."

Coded: 
Mentioning any kind 
of use of vocational 
qualifica-tions or 
national vocational 
standards in  
curriculum

Categories derived from Principle 4 of the model demonstrate an example of such adjust-

ment. The principle emphasizes that knowledge, skills and attitudes, which are elements of 

competence, should be integrated in the learning and assessment processes (Sturing et al., 

2011). Two initially formulated categories were: Integration of knowledge, skills and attitudes 

in learning and integration of knowledge, skills and attitudes in the assessment. Lauterbach 

(2018b) points out that while developing analysis instruments, as well as the analysis  process, 

and interpretation of results in comparative studies on VET, researchers should take into 

careful consideration that the same or similar terms and assignments can have different 

connotations in different national contexts. During the coding process it became clear that 

elements of competence can vary in different national contexts. In Russian curricula docu-

ments, a competence does not include an attitude aspect. Instead, in addition to knowledge 

and skills it contains an element practical experience. Therefore, a slight semantic adjustment 

of formulations of corresponding categories was made, by replacing the part of the text 

"knowledge, skills and attitudes" with "elements of competence". Curriculum characteristics 

and corresponding analysis categories became more universal for analysis without changing 

the original core idea of the principle.

" 会计专业紧
密结合了会计
职业资格对人
才 培 养 的 要
求 ."
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4.2.3 Reorganizing Categories

Categories and Sub-Categories

During the coding process, the need to reorganize, split or combine some categories was 

identified. One example represents curriculum characteristics 1a and 1b and their corres-

ponding analysis categories. One of the characteristics derived from the first principle was 

initially formulated as "The study program is based on core tasks, working processes and 

competences (the qualification profile)". The first round of coding demonstrated the need 

to modify the characteristic and analysis category. In curriculum qualification profiles for 

instance, professional standards in Russian curricula, were often mentioned. In addition, seg-

ments indicating use of competencies, working processes or tasks from the labor market in 

the curriculum design were found. However, in many cases, especially in Chinese curricula, 

it was unclear from the data, whether the mentioned working processes, competencies or 

tasks were derived from qualification profiles. To avoid misleading interpretations, it was de-

cided to separate this characteristic into two elements, without loss of the essential meaning 

of the principle—synchronization of the study program with the labor market through its 

design: (1) Qualification profile is used in curriculum development and (2) curriculum is based 

on working processes, tasks and/or competencies.

Another example of reorganization is the flexibility characteristic. It was operationalized 

based on the results of a literature review in terms of adaptability and accessibility, which 

demonstrate the degree to which a curriculum can be adjusted to meet students’ needs and 

capabilities (Jonker et al., 2020). Adaptability is connected to flexibility regarding the what 

and how aspects of learning, while accessibility of curriculum concerns flexibility in the 

 where and when aspects of education. Based on these four elements, sub-categories were 

built: Content flexibility, flexibility of pedagogies and didactics, location flexibility and time 

flexibility. During the coding process it became clear that along with elements of flexibility, 

corresponding to the built categories, curriculum flexibly was often formulated explicitly. In 

order to include such elements, and avoid further enlargement of the analysis framework, 

categories were turned into indicators of flexibility, along with the explicit prescription of it. 

This allowed a more efficient coding process and helped to minimize the complexity of the 

analysis framework. 

Constructing Clusters

The first coding process demonstrated the difficulty in effectively orienting in the system of 

more than 30 common and country-specific categories. Application of the thematic clus-

ters, which classified curriculum characteristics and corresponding categories into four big 

groups, allowed a more structured and organized category system. The clusters were adopted 

from the previous research conducted by Misbah et al. (2019), who used the system of clus-

tering to optimize the presentation of their study results: Cluster 1: Competencies, core tasks, 
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and linkages to the labor market; Cluster 2: Teaching and learning in competence-based 

education; Cluster 3: Competence assessment, and Cluster 4: Career, lifelong learning and ci-

tizenship competencies. All country-specific categories were integrated in the cluster system.

Comparing and Combing National Categories

Country-specific characteristics, derived from the analysis of national discourses on com-

petence-based curricula, and not coinciding with the models’ principles, were added to the 

analysis framework before the first coding process. They were further adjusted based on the 

analyzed data, and assigned to clusters. A comparison of categories and coded units demons-

trated that some of the Russian and Chinese characteristics and categories could be com-

bined. So, three common additional characteristics were added to the analysis framework 

and assigned to clusters. For instance, a common characteristic "Labor market experts or 

 actors are involved in the curriculum development, evaluation and implementation (inclu-

ding assessment)" was formulated and integrated into Cluster 1. Accordingly, the analysis 

category involvement of labor market actors and experts was created with two corresponding 

sub-categories: (1) Involvement in curriculum development and evaluation and (2) involve-

ment in curriculum implementation.

4.2.4 Adding Categories Inductively

Finally, several country-specific curriculum characteristics and categories were added to the 

analysis category system inductively during the first round of analysis. These units were  added 

to analysis frameworks either through a direct indication of the connection of their idea with 

the competence-based approach, or because they were suited to the clusters’ overarching 

themes. For instance, a curriculum characteristic "Curriculum prescribes that  educators re-

sponsible for a professional part of the program, should have professional experience in the 

field they teach" and the corresponding category were added to Cluster 1 as an additional 

Russian category (see Table 5). The above-mentioned curriculum characteristic was added 

to Cluster 1 due to the reasoning that teachers who possess professional experience of the 

labor market in the occupation for which learners are being prepared, are familiar with the 

real vocational practice and problems, and therefore, can contribute to the approximation of 

learning processes with their practical insights.
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Table 5: Russian Country-Specific Category of Professional Experience of Educators

Curriculum Characteristic:

Curriculum prescribes that educators responsible for professional part of the program should have professional experience 
in the field they teach.

Analysis Category:

Professional experience of educators

Category Description:

This category includes statements in the curriculum indicating that educators have to possess a professional experience in 
organizations, the direction of activity of which corresponds to the field of professional activity of future graduates.

A further example of an inductively added category representing a country-specific main-

category for analysis of Chinese curricula, was named "Requirements for team of educators". 

It was developed from curriculum prescriptions concerning specific requirements expected 

of the team of educators for professional courses, which are aimed to strengthen the connec-

tion between the study program and working practice. In similar vein to the reasoning of the 

Russian example described above, characteristics and corresponding analysis categories of 

this curriculum were added because they are seen in the curriculum as a means to contribute 

to the objective of orienting the program toward practice (see Table 6). The elements were 

afterwards added to Cluster 1. However, we decided not to combine these two inductively 

developed curriculum characteristics, and corresponding analysis categories in common 

country-specific units, as in the above-described example of the characteristic (see Table 5), 

due to a broader meaning of the Chinese curriculum characteristic.

Table 6: Chinese Country-Specific Category of Requirements for Team of Educators

Curriculum Characteristic:

Curriculum prescribes different requirements expected of a team of educators responsible for the professional courses in 
study program, to strengthen the connection between the study program and real work: 

 – Double qualifications and work experience requirements for school teachers;
 – Required involvement of experts from company.

Analysis Category:

Requirements for team of educators

Category Description:

This category includes statements, recommendations or requirements about the double qualification of teachers, who are 
involved in teaching this study program; statements or requirements describing that the teachers for professional courses 
should have enough working or practical experience in his/her teaching area; statements or requirements that the teacher 
team should be set up with both experts from enterprise or industry (part-time) and the well-educated teachers with practical 
experience (full-time).
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5 Reflection and Conclusion

As Pilz et al. (2020) showed, a research process conducted by an international team is usually 

different from the one done by a single researcher or a team from one country. The development 

of the analysis framework for comparing Russian and Chinese curricular documents within our 

study is an example of how a comparative instrument for an international multi-language study 

can be cooperatively developed in an international team. Although some steps are not unique 

and characteristic to comparative research or the procedure of qualitative content analysis, de-

finite issues were connected to the particularities of conducting an international comparative 

study with a team of researchers from different countries. In this sense, we would like to reflect 

on our experience of collaborative development and adaptation of an analysis framework, as 

well as on methodological challenges we described in this paper. 

In the context of this research, the instrument for curriculum analysis was first developed 

deductively, based on a comprehensive review of English, Russian and Chinese literature and 

further adapted, based on the empirical material. This process of adaptation of the analysis 

instrument was a laborious iterative multistep procedure, and was conducted collaboratively. 

In this approach, the organisation of the research process and language aspects played an essen-

tial role. The importance of language proficiency of the researchers conducting international 

comparative research was emphasised by Bereday (1961) more than half a century ago (Pilz, 

2012). The sequence described above, and the combination of steps in the process of frame-

work creation, application and adaptation for national contexts, were only  possible because 

team members are native speakers of Russian or Chinese languages, and at the same time are 

also proficient in English, which is the common language of the team. So, in our research, the 

analysis instrument was developed and applied in the English  language.  Furthermore, a lingu-

istic competence in Russian and Chinese allowed the team direct access to literature and data 

in the original languages. Thus, it was possible to complement a common analysis framework 

with country-specific dimensions, based on the analysis of corresponding national scientific 

discourses, to conduct interviews with national experts for framework validation, as well as 

to perform a data-driven adaptation of the analysis framework, based on analysis of the origi-

nal (national) curricular documents. The translation of the analysis framework from Russian 

and Chinese language before its application was not necessary. Neither was a translation of the 

curricular document into English, as the common language, necessary, with the exception of 

coding examples. Potential problems caused by flawed translation could therefore be avoided. 

However, assuring the concepts’ equivalence while applying a developed framework in natio-

nal contexts was still a challenge. Working with the jointly operationalized concepts instead of 

translated terms, which can cause different connotations in different national contexts (Lauter-

bach, 2018b), helped researchers assure each concept’s equivalence while applying a developed 

framework in national contexts.
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A data-driven adaptation of the instrument was only possible through continuous intensive 

communication, since none of the team members could speak both languages of the target 

countries and therefore could not directly access all the analysed material. To partly overcome 

this given limitation of the study, the team discussed every required adaptation step in the com-

mon part of the analysis instrument and made each decision together. This approach enabled 

the data-driven adjustments of the common coding frame (see Section 4.2.2) or combining 

similar national-specific categories in common categories (see Section 4.2.3).

In our experience, the relatively small size of the research team proved to be an important 

factor, as this helped facilitate the comprehensive iterative adaptation process. The two team 

members primarily responsible for the second stage of analysis framework development, na-

mely its adaptation during the first round of coding, could work closely during the whole pro-

cess. Although the researchers belonged to German universities, which were initiators of the 

research, they had the advantage of being native speakers of the Chinese and Russian languages. 

Continuous support from research colleagues from target countries during the whole adaptati-

on process, for instance through a discussion of doubtful coding, allowed the team to combine 

both outsider and insider perspectives to evaluate and reflect on adjustments made (Pilz et al., 

2020). Creation of the common coding guidelines, containing examples in original languages 

and their translated versions from both countries, supported the transparency of the process 

for all participants, and improved the calibration of coding logic within the team. The effects of 

researchers’ ethnocentric perspective, which are often emphasised in the research community 

(Lauterbach, 2018a; Mason, 2014; Pilz, 2012), could be reduced.

During the collaborative development of the analysis framework for the research, we also 

experienced some organisational and methodological limitations of the process. First, such a 

close cooperative process creates co-dependency between researchers, and requires a certain 

degree of synchronization of their working. Thus, an iterative adaptation process of the ana-

lysis instrument required a concurrent application and testing of changes in the coding frame 

on data and the following discussion (see Section 4.2.3). Second, the procedure is time-con-

suming. Probably, a more time-efficient procedure could be achieved through an alternative 

approach by adapting the created framework separately for every targeted national context. 

However, that would result in two considerably different analysis frameworks, which would 

eventually make the follow-up comparison of the results from both countries more complex, 

and less transparent. Finally, a framework consisting of joint and country-specific analysis cate-

gories can become very voluminous and complex. Therefore, its utilization can be very challen-

ging for researchers, since it requires simultaneous consideration of many categories. Alterna-

tively, it is possible to divide the framework into manageable parts and go through the material 

several times. To avoid such implications, we came to some pragmatic decisions to combine 

main categories into clusters, and optimize the number of categories by converting selected 

sub- categories into a description of one main category, which was helpful for the research team. 
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To conclude, we would like to emphasize that a cooperative and iterative framework deve-

lopment and adaptation process has many advantages, but also some challenges. The analysis 

framework finally developed, represents an instrument that is, on the one hand, well-adapted to 

each national context, and on the other hand, allowing a comparison of results along the same 

dimensions of analysis, in our case, elements of a competence-based approach in curriculum. 

In our research, such an approach was only possible due to the continuous intensive communi-

cation and collaboration of team members who were responsible for different national contexts, 

and constant reflection of the process. 

However, we would like to emphasize that the intention of this paper was not to offer a uni-

versal recommendation for developing and adapting the analysis framework for an internatio-

nal study. Instead, based on reflection on our experience, we plead for a flexible approach that 

allows the research team to use their full potential and maximize the benefits of outsider and 

insider perspectives, language competencies, and organizational opportunities.

Acknowledgement

The project described here is funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Re-

search (BMBF) as “Competence Development in VET (CodeVET)” (Ref no. 01BF18001).

References

Adamson, B., & Morris, P. (2014). Comparing curricula. In M. Bray, B. Adamson & M. Mason (Eds.), 
Comparative education research (pp. 309–332). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-319-05594-7

Baumeler, C. (2019). Competence-based vocational education and training and its cultural context sensi-
tivity. European Education, 51(1), 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1080/10564934.2017.1344503

Bereday, G. Z. F. (1961). Theorie und Methoden der vergleichenden Erziehungswissenschaft. In W. Bre-
zinka (Ed.), Weltweite Erziehung. Festgabe für Friedrich Schneider zum 80. Geburtstag (1st ed., pp. 
139–162). Herder.

Biemans, H., Nieuwenhuis, L., Poell, R., Mulder, M., & Wesselink, R. (2004). Competence-based VET 
in the Netherlands: Background and pitfalls. Journal of Vocational Education & Training, 56(4), 523–
538. https://doi.org/10.1080/13636820400200268

Billett, S. (2011). Vocational education: Purposes, traditions and prospects. Springer Science; Business Me-
dia. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-1954-5

Boahin, P., Eggink, J., & Hofman, A. (2014). Competency-based training in international perspective: 
Comparing the implementation processes towards the achievement of employability. Journal of Cur-

riculum Studies, 46(6), 839–858. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2013.812680
Boud, D., Keogh, R., & Walker, D. (1985). Reflection: Turning experience into learning. Kogan Page. htt-

ps://doi.org/10.4324/9781315059051
Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qualitative Research Journal, 

9(2), 27–40. https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027



39Chen, Goncharova, Pilz, Frommberger, Li, Romanova, Lin

Boyd, E. M., & Fales, A. W. (1983). Reflective learning. Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 23(2), 99–117. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022167883232011

Chen, P. (2010). Zhi ye neng li guan yan bian de li shi luo ji ji qi li lun shu ping – ji yu neng li ben wei 

jiao yu yu pei xun fa zhan de yan jiu [The historical relation of the value of professional competence 

evolution and narrating and reviewing on the value of professional competence-basing on the de-

veloping of competency-based education and training]. Zhong Guo Zhi Ye Ji Shu Jiao Yu [Chinese 

Vocational and Technical Education], 6, 54–57.

Council of the European Union. (2018). Proposal for a council recommendation on key competences for 

lifelong learning - Adoption. Official Journal of the European Union, 61, 1–13. https://eur-lex.europa.

eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:2018:189:TOC

Deißinger, T., & Hellwig, S. (2005). Structures and functions of competence-based education and training 

(CBET): A comparative perspective. Internationale Weiterbildung und Entwicklung InWEnt. https://

kops.uni-konstanz.de/bitstream/handle/123456789/12147/Structures_and_Functions_of_Compe-

tence_based.pdf?sequence=1

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. Collier Books; Macmillan. 

Dobryakova, M., Seel, N., Moss, G., Barannikov, K., Remorenko, I., & Froumin, I. (2020). Ramka 

universal'nyh kompetentnostej i novoj gramotnosti [Framework of key competences and new litera-

cy]. In I. Froumin, M. Dobryakova, J. Hautamäki, G. Moss, N. Seel, K. Barannikov, & I. Remorenko 

(Eds.), Universalʹnye kompetentnosti i novaja gramotnostʹ: Ot lozungov k realʹnosti [Key competences 

and new literacy: From slogans to reality] (pp. 34–65). National Research University Higher School 

of Economics.

European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training. (2010). Learning outcomes approaches in 

VET curricula: A comparative analysis of nine European countries. Publications Office of the European 

Union. https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/5506_en.pdf 

Evans, K. (2020). Comparative vocational education and training research: What purposes does it serve? 

In M. Pilz & J. Li (Eds.), Comparative vocational education research (pp. 3–19). Springer Fachmedien 

Wiesbaden. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-29924-8_1

Fischer, M. (2020). Beyond typologies: Alternative ways of comparing VET systems. In M. Pilz & J. Li 

(Eds.), Comparative vocational education research (pp. 23–41). Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden. ht-

tps://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-29924-8_2

Frommberger, D. (2000). Länderübergreifende Berufsbildungsforschung ohne Curriculumforschung? 

Erste Überlegungen zur international-vergleichenden Curriculumforschung am Beispiel der kauf-

männischen Berufsbildung. Zeitschrift für Berufs- und Wirtschaftspädagogik, 96(3), 458–469.

Gessler, M., & Siemer, C. (2020). Umbrella review: Methodological review of reviews published in peer-

reviewed journals with a substantial focus on vocational education and training research. Internatio-

nal Journal for Research in Vocational Education and Training, 7(1), 91–125. https://doi.org/10.13152/

IJRVET.7.1.5

Gjersing, L., Caplehorn, J. R. M., & Clausen, T. (2010). Cross-cultural adaptation of research instruments: 

Language, setting, time and statistical considerations. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 10(1), 

13–23. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-10-13

Goljaeva, N. (2011). Kompetentnostnyj podhod v realizacii ocenki kachestva podgotovki vypusknikov 

uchrezhdenij srednego professional’nogo obrazovanija [Competence approach in the implementa-

tion of quality assessment of training of graduates of secondary vocational education institutions]. 

Integracija Obrazovanija [Education Integration], 4, 20–24.



40 Collaborative Development of a Curriculum Analysis Instrument

Goodlad, J. I., Klein, M. F., & Tye, K. A. (1979). The domains of curriculum and their study. In J. I. Goo-

dlad (Ed.), Curriculum inquiry: The study of curriculum practice (pp. 43–76). McGraw-Hill.

Grollmann, P. (2009). Comparative research on technical and vocational education and training (TVET) 

– Methodological considerations. In F. Rauner & R. Maclean (Eds.), Handbook of technical and voca-

tional education and training research (pp. 253–259). Springer.

Guillemin, F., Bombardier, C., & Beaton, D. (1993). Cross-cultural adaptation of health-related quality 

of life measures: Literature review and proposed guidelines. Journal of Clinical Epidemiology, 46(12), 

1417–1432. https://doi.org/10.1016/0895-4356(93)90142-n

Guo, H., & Pilz, M. (2020). A comparative study of teaching and learning in German and Chinese voca-

tional education and training schools: A classroom observation study. Research in Comparative and 

International Education, 15(4), 391–413. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745499920959150

He, Z. (2003). Lun neng li yu neng li ben wei zhi ye jiao yu [Discussion on competence and competence-

based vocational education]. Jiao Yu Ke Xue [Education Science], 4, 47–48.

Hodge, S., Mavin, T., & Kearns, S. (2019). Hermeneutic dimensions of competency-based education and 

training. Vocations and Learning, 13, 27–46. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12186-019-09227-y

Hsieh, H.-F., & Shannon, S. E. (2005). Three approaches to qualitative content analysis. Qualitative Health 

Research, 15(9), 1277–1288. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732305276687

International Bureau of Education of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organizati-

on. (2013). Glossary of curriculum terminology. http://www.ibe.unesco.org/en/glossary-curriculum-

terminology

Jonker, H., März, V., & Voogt, J. (2020). Curriculum flexibility in a blended curriculum. Australasian 

Journal of Educational Technology, 36(1), 68–84. https://doi.org/10.14742/ajet.4926

Kolb, D. A. (1976). Management and the learning process. California Management Review, 18(3), 21–31. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/41164649

Kosmützky, A., Nokkala, T., & Diogo, S. (2020). Between context and comparability: Exploring new so-

lutions for a familiar methodological challenge in qualitative comparative research. Higher Education 

Quarterly, 74(2), 176–192. https://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12255

Kuckartz, U. (2014). Qualitative text analysis: A guide to methods, practice and using software. SAGE Pu-

blications Ltd. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446288719

Kuckartz, U. (2019). Qualitative text analysis: A systematic approach. In G. Kaiser & N. Presmeg (Eds.), 

Compendium for early career researchers in mathematics education (pp. 181–197). Springer Interna-

tional Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-15636-7_8

Lauterbach, U. (2003a). Vergleichende Berufsbildungsforschung: Theorien, Methodologien und Ertrag am 

Beispiel der vergleichenden Berufs- und Wirtschaftspädagogik mit Bezug auf die korrespondierende Dis-

ziplin comparative education/vergleichende Erziehungswissenschaft (1st ed.). Nomos-Verl.-Ges. 

Lauterbach, U. (2003b). Vergleichende Berufsbildungsforschung und Vergleichende Erziehungswissen-

schaft als korrespondierende Disziplinen? Zeitschrift für Berufs- und Wirtschaftspädagogik, 99(4), 

514–535.

Lauterbach, U. (2018a). Vergleichende Berufsbildungsforschung als Bestätigung für Stereotypen? In P. 

Grollmann, D. Frommberger & U. Lauterbach (Eds.), Internationale Weiterbildung, Austausch, Ent-

wicklung: Vol. 9. Internationales Handbuch der Berufsbildung (pp. 26–29). Bertelsmann.

Lauterbach, U. (2018b). Vergleichende Berufsbildungsforschung und Vergleichsstruktur im IHBB. In P. 

Grollmann, D. Frommberger & U. Lauterbach (Eds.), Internationale Weiterbildung, Austausch, Ent-

wicklung: Vol. 9. Internationales Handbuch der Berufsbildung (pp. 30–33). Bertelsmann.



41Chen, Goncharova, Pilz, Frommberger, Li, Romanova, Lin

Lauterbach, U., & Mitter, W. (1998). Theory and methodology of international comparisons. In Euro-

pean Centre for the Development of Vocational Training. (Ed.), Vocational education and training 

– The European research field background report – Volume II. Office for Official Publications of the 

European Communities. https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/RR1_Lauterbach.pdf

Lauterbach, U., & Mitter, W. (2018). Konzeption des internationalen Handbuchs der Berufsbildung. In P. 

Grollmann, D. Frommberger & U. Lauterbach (Eds.), Internationale Weiterbildung, Austausch, Ent-

wicklung: Vol. 9. Internationales Handbuch der Berufsbildung (pp. 18–24). Bertelsmann.

Le Deist, F. D., & Winterton, J. (2005). What is competence? Human Resource Development International, 

8(1), 27–46. https://doi.org/10.1080/1367886042000338227

Levander, L. M., & Mikkola, M. (2009). Core curriculum analysis: A tool for educational design. The Journal 

of Agricultural Education and Extension, 15(3), 275–286. https://doi.org/10.1080/13892240903069785

MacKenzie, J., & Polvere, R.-A. (2009). Tvet glossary: Some key terms. In R. Maclean & D. Wilson (Eds.), 

International handbook of education for the changing world of work: Bridging academic and vocational 

learning (pp. 59–76). Springer Netherlands. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-5281-1_4

Malekipour, A., Hakimzadeh, R., Dehghani, M., & Zali, M. R. (2017). Content analysis of curriculum 

syllabus for the educational technology discipline based on entrepreneurial competencies. Interdis-

ciplinary Journal of Virtual Learning in Medical Sciences, 8(4). https://doi.org/10.5812/ijvlms.62156

Mason, M. (2014). Comparing cultures. In M. Bray, B. Adamson & M. Mason (Eds.), Comparative education 

research (pp. 165–196). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-05594-7

Mayring, P. (2000). Qualitative content analysis. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 1(2). https://doi.

org/10.17169/FQS-1.2.1089

McDonald, L. (2012). Educational transfer to developing countries: Policy and skill facilitation. Procedia 

– Social and Behavioral Sciences, 69, 1817–1826. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.12.132

Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation. (2015). Metodicheskie rekomendasii po aktua-

lizasii deystvuyushix federal’nix gosudarstvennix obrazovatel’nix standartov srednego professional’nogo 

obrazovaniya suchetom prinimaemix professional’nix standartov [Methodological recommendations 

for actualization of the current federal state educational standards for VET in accordance with the 

adopted professional standards]. The Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation.

Misbah, Z., Gulikers, J., Dharma, S., & Mulder, M. (2019). Evaluating competence-based vocational edu-

cation in Indonesia. Journal of Vocational Education & Training, 6(5), 1–28. https://doi.org/10.1080/

13636820.2019.1635634

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2005). Definition and selection of compe-

tencies: Executive summary. DeSeCo. https://www.deseco.ch/bfs/deseco/en/index/02.html 

Pang, S. J. (2010). Zhi ye jiao yu shi yu zhong de zhi ye neng li yan jiu [Study on competence development 

of learner in the view of vocational education] [Doctoral dissertation, Tianjin University]. 

Parreira do Amaral, M. (2015). Methodologie und Methode in der international vergleichenden Erzie-

hungswissenschaft. In M. Parreira do Amaral & S. K. Amos (Eds.), New frontiers in comparative edu-

cation: Vol. 2. Internationale und vergleichende Erziehungswissenschaft: Geschichte, Theorie, Methode 

und Forschungsfelder (1st ed.). Waxmann.

Phellas, C. N., Bloch, A., & Seale, C. (2011). Structured methods: Interviews, questionnaires and obser-

vation. In C. Seale (Ed.), Researching society and culture (pp. 181–205). Sage.

Phillips, D. (2009). Aspects of educational transfer. In R. Cowen & A. M. Kazamias (Eds.), Interna-

tional handbook of comparative education (pp. 1061–1077). Springer Netherlands. https://doi.

org/10.1007/978-1-4020-6403-6_67



42 Collaborative Development of a Curriculum Analysis Instrument

Pilz, M. (2012). International comparative research into vocational training: Methods and approaches. 

In M. Pilz (Ed.), The future of vocational education and training in a changing world (pp. 561–588). VS 

Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-18757-0_30

Pilz, M., Harris, R., Zenner-Höffkes, L., & Zirkle, C. (2020). Undertaking comparative VET research in in-

ternational teams: The example of exploring recruitment and training cultures in SMEs in Germany, 

Australia and the United States. In M. Pilz & J. Li (Eds.), Comparative vocational education research (pp. 

291–309). Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-29924-8_17

Pilz, M., Krisanthan, B., Michalik, B., Zenner, L., & Li, J. (2016). Learning for life and/or work: The status 

quo of pre-vocational education in India, China, Germany and the USA. Research in Comparative 

and International Education, 11(2), 117–134. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745499916637173

Pilz, M., & Li, J. (2012). What teachers in pre-vocational education should each and what they actually 

teach: A comparison of curricula and teaching in Germany and China. Research in Comparative and 

International Education, 7(2), 226–247. https://doi.org/10.2304/rcie.2012.7.2.226

Pilz, M., & Li, J. (2020). Comparative vocational education research. Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-29924-8

Raivola, R. (1985). What is comparison? Methodological and philosophical considerations. Comparative 

Education Review, 29(3), 362–374. https://doi.org/10.1086/446527

Schreier, M. (2014). Varianten qualitativer Inhaltsanalyse: Ein Wegweiser im Dickicht der Begrifflichkei-

ten. Forum qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 15(1).

Shkedi, A. (2009). From curriculum guide to classroom practice: Teachers’ narratives of curriculum ap-

plication. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 41(6), 833–854. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220270902927030

Solomon, G. H. (2016). Towards competence-based technical-vocational education and training (TVET) in 

Ethiopia [Doctoral dissertation, Wageningen University].

Sturing, L., Biemans, H. J. A., Mulder, M., & De Bruijn, E. (2011). The nature of study programmes in vo-

cational education: Evaluation of the model for comprehensive competence-based vocational education 

in the Netherlands. Vocations and Learning, 4(3), 191–210. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12186-011-9059-4

Trofimova, N. (2013). Integracija vospitanija i obuchenija v kolledzhe [Integration of education and trai-

ning in a college]. Obrazovaniem I Samorazvitie [Education and Self-development], 2(36), 76–79.

Van den Akker, J., Fasoglio, D., & Mulder, H. (2010). A curriculum perspective on plurilingual education. 

Council of Europe. 

Watson, A. (1991). Competency-based vocational education: Is this the answer? The Vocational Aspect of 

Education, 42(114), 133–145. https://doi.org/10.1080/10408347308003621

Weinert, F. E. (2001). Concept of competence: A conceptual clarification. In D. S. Rychen & L. H. Salga-

nik (Eds.), Defining and selecting key competencies (pp. 45–65). Hogrefe & Huber.

Wesselink, R., Biemans, H., Gulikers, J., & Mulder, M. (2017). Models and principles for designing com-

petence-based curricula, teaching, learning and assessment. In M. Mulder (Ed.), Competence-based 

vocational and professional education: Bridging the worlds of work and education (pp. 533–553). Sprin-

ger International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-41713-4_25

Wesselink, R., Biemans, H., Mulder, M., & Elsen, E. (2007). Competence-based VET as seen by Dutch 

researchers. European Journal of Vocational Training, 40, 38–51.

Wesselink, R., Dekker‐Groen, A. M., Biemans, H. J. A., & Mulder, M. (2010). Using an instrument to analy-

se competence‐based study programmes: Experiences of teachers in Dutch vocational education and 

training. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 42(6), 813–829. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220271003759249



43Chen, Goncharova, Pilz, Frommberger, Li, Romanova, Lin

Winterton, J. (2012). Varieties of competence: European perspective. In M. Pilz (Ed.), Research. The futu-

re of vocational education and training in a changing world (1st ed., pp. 455–480). Springer VS.
Wragg, E. C. (1999). An introduction to classroom observation (2nd ed.). Routledge.
Zeer, J., & Symanjuk, J. (2005). Kompetentnostnyj podhod k modernizacii professionalnogo obrazovani-

ja [Competence approach to modernization of professional education]. Vysshee Obrazovanie [Higher 
Education], 4, 23–30.

Biographical Notes

Pujun Chen is a research assistant and PhD student at the Chair of Economics and Business 

Education at the University of Cologne in Germany. Her research interests are international 

comparative research in VET with the focus on China, competence-based education,  economics 

education and curriculum research.

Anastasia Goncharova is research assistant and PhD student at the Department of Vocational 

Education and Training at the University of Osnabrück in Germany. Her research areas include 

international research in VET, competence-based education and curriculum research.

Prof. Dr Matthias Pilz is Professor of Economics and Business Education at the University of 

Cologne in Germany and Director of the German Research Center for Comparative Vocational 

Education and Training (G.R.E.A.T.). His research interests are in international comparative 

research in VET, transitions from education to employment, and teaching and learning.

Prof. Dr Dietmar Frommberger is Professor for Research on Vocational Education and  Training 

at the University of Osnabrück in Germany. His research interest focuses on international 

 comparative research in VET.

Dr Junmin Li is a researcher and lecturer at the Chair of Economics and Business Education at 

the University of Cologne in Germany. Her research interests are in international comparative 

research in VET, school development, evaluation research and learning instruction. 

Olga Romanova is a researcher at the Centre for Vocational Education and Skills Development, 

National Research University Higher School of Economics in Moscow, Russia. Her research 

interests include vocational education and training, key competences, vocational curricula and 

school-to-work transition. 

Yueru Lin is a research assistant and PhD student of the Institute of Vocational and Adult 

 Education at the East China Normal University in Shanghai, China. Her research interests 

 include vocational education and training, comparative education and curriculum research. 





45Ramasamy, Regel, Sharma, Rajagopalan, Pilz

Results: Quality dimensions and criteria were collected and identified with reference to 

distribution across models. In total, seven major quality areas are identified, namely Insti-

tutional Sphere and Context; Personnel; Educational Planning, Provision and Assessment; 

Learning and Teaching; Leadership and School Management; Industry Linkage and Learner 

Achievements. In addition, 40 quality criteria are determined under these major quality 

fields, and relevant quantitative and qualitative sub-indicators for measurement are derived.

Conclusion: The actual results will be a basis for the following pilot-based implementation 

in India. The model can provide meaningful feedback and data-based recommendations 

for continuous improvement of the Indian VET system and may furthermore provide for a 

reflected and contextually adapted implementation in other countries

Keywords: Quality, Vocational Education and Training, VET, India, Polytechnic Colleges, 

Industrial Training Institutes

1 Introduction

While Indian economic growth has been consistently high during the last three decades, the 

country is currently in a position where both the employers requiring skilled workers on an 

intermediate level, and those seeking employment, are facing issues (Kumar et al., 2019; Ra-

masamy & Pilz, 2020). Because vocational education and training (VET) programmes have 

gained a place of national importance as a means for gaining employment (Kumar, 2016; 

Mehrotra et al., 2013; Pilz, 2016b), it becomes imperative for VET institutions to  nurture 

 trained and skilled manpower, to meet the demands of different sectors of the economy 

(Goel, 2011; Ramasamy & Pilz, 2019). 

The VET system in India operates through the following four major modes, namely:

1. Secondary and higher secondary schools and Polytechnic Colleges,

2. Industrial Training Institutes (ITIs) which may be public or private,

3. Private training institutes under the National Skill Development Corporation, and

4. Apprenticeship training in different schemes under the Apprentices Act.

Among these, ITIs and Polytechnic Colleges (which may be public or private) are of ma-

jor relevance in the sector (Agrawal, 2012; Malik & Venkatraman, 2017). Both institutions 

stand for different strands of formal VET in India which can be categorised into vocational 

education and vocational training, the two sections being managed by different ministries. 
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At the level of higher technical education, Polytechnic Colleges in India have recently been 

structurally affiliated to the Ministry of Skill Development and Entrepreneurship (MSDE) in 

relevant sub schemes (MSDE, 2020). However, until September 2018, Polytechnics in India 

were administered by the Ministry of Human Resource Development (MHRD1) and accredi-

tation processes and curricula are to date still regulated by the All India Council for Technical 

Education under the MHRD. 

Over the past two decades, the Indian government has made several efforts to increase the 

quantity of formal VET measures. Thus, the number of ITIs in India has grown dramatically 

across the country, from under 2,000 in 2007 to 14,779 in 2020, of which 11,715 are private 

(MSDE, 2021). The increase in the number of private ITIs has been much greater than that 

of public ITIs (MSDE, 2015).

In 1947 there were 43 Polytechnic colleges with an intake capacity of 3,400 students, and by 

2018 there are around 3,440 Polytechnics in India with an intake capacity of 1.5 million stu-

dents (MHRD, 2019). Nevertheless, although Polytechnics have an essential role, they have not 

been a main focus of research on the VET system in India (Schneider & Pilz, 2019; Venkatram, 

2016). By reason of limitations of space and a different focus for this paper, the section on VET 

in India will not be further elaborated here. For general information about the Indian VET 

system, refer to overviews of Pilz (2016a), Wessels & Pilz (2018) and British Council (2016). 

The ITIs and Polytechnics in India are facing a number of problems in terms of quality 

(Goel, 2011; Kumar et al., 2019; Mehrotra, 2014a) which will be discussed in the following sec-

tions. In order to avoid the risks inherent in the rapid increase of VET institutions over the past 

decade (see MSDE, 2015; Venkatram, 2016), stringent regulation and a nationally unified qua-

lity assurance system is vital. Consequently, in 2017, the MSDE launched the National Quality 

Assurance Framework (NQAF) aimed at improving the quality of all education and  training 

and skills programmes in India. But, at this stage, no empirical evidence as to the extent of 

implementation and outcome of  NQAF is found. Thus, measuring quality comprehensively 

is important for the VET system in India, where not much research has been carried out. This 

research gap, owing mostly to gaps in data and measurement issues, thus needs to be targeted.

The overall objective of the research project discussed here is to address the need for signi-

ficant data collection and to design a comprehensive approach to quality measurement in ITIs 

and Polytechnic Colleges in India. Research and development activities focus on the micro 

(teaching and learning processes) and meso (organisational/institutional) level of VET insti-

tutions in contrast to approaches that target the system- and thus national level of educational 

governance. Hence, an approach is to be developed that provides for bottom-up processes of 

institutional development and may be used for external and internal evaluation. 

1 The name of the Ministry of Human Resource Development (MHRD) was changed to Ministry of Education in August 2020 
(MHRD, 2020). However, the authors use the prior term MHRD in this article.
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This paper addresses the first steps of the design of the approach for comprehensive quality 

measurement. It focuses on the development of quality areas, criteria and related indicators, to 

build a framework that is theoretically and technically sound as well as adapted to the Indian 

context. 

2 Quality of VET in India: Current Status and Challenges

The quality of VET is frequently highlighted in view of globalised economies and the com-

petitiveness of nations (European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training 

[ CEDEFOP], 2009; Watters, 2015), the systems of education and training being regarded 

as "the most critical" condition (Galvao, 2014, p. 5) for development and growth of coun-

tries around the world. Regarding quality assurance in VET, recent and ongoing interna-

tional developments concern the establishment of national qualification frameworks, the 

 internationalisation of national qualifications (Watters, 2015), as well as the implementation 

of quality management approaches in education (Galvao, 2014), like ISO 9000 or other Total 

Quality Management based models. These developments in VET are partly reflected in Indi-

an educational policies, but in reality are implemented to different degrees.

Quality Issues in Indian VET Institutions

In India, ITIs are perceived as having a lower standing from a social point of view (Agrawal & 

Agrawal, 2017; Ajithkumar & Pilz, 2019). In addition, the quality issues of VET institutions in 

India are of great concern, and reforms have been introduced to address the challenges of both 

increasing the employment opportunities by upskilling a large percentage of young people, 

and to ensure availability of a skilled workforce to meet regional and national labour market 

demands (Kotamraju, 2014; Majumdar, 2008; Mehrotra, 2014b; Pilz & Gengaiah, 2019; Ra-

masamy & Pilz, 2019). Nevertheless, many studies (Agrawal & Agrawal, 2017; Neroorkar & 

Gopinath, 2019; Rao et al., 2014; Schneider & Pilz, 2019; Tara et al., 2016; Zenner et al., 2017) 

have pointed out that ITI graduates have very low employability due to factors such as poor 

resources, outdated curricula, the competence of teaching staff and obsolete equipment in the 

VET institutions. 

A study by Mehrotra et al. (2013), surveyed 43 companies in the states of Karnataka, Maha-

rashtra and Tamil Nadu and found that most of the firms pointed out that their employees came 

without practical skills, but well versed in theory. In addition, the study by Tara et al. (2016) 

on the quality of state-run ITIs in Karnataka, Orissa, Tamil Nadu and New Delhi, found that 

the ITIs have not been meeting the required quality standards, and focus only on theory rather 

than practical components, with little or no relation to practice or modern technology. They 

also concluded that infrastructure and equipment in ITIs were inadequate (Tara et al., 2016). 
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The study conducted by Mehrotra et al. (2014) also found that the majority of students who 

graduate from Polytechnics lack application-oriented knowledge and problem-solving skills, 

and could, therefore, not meet the demand of industrial skills. Rao et al. (2014) noted a 

similar view, that employers are not satisfied with ITI graduates as they lack in technical 

skills, practical skills and soft skills. Studies revealed that a large percentage of ITI graduates 

in India face major difficulties in entering the labour market or even remain unemployed 

despite of their training certificate (Ajithkumar & Pilz, 2019; Joshi et al., 2014; Neroorkar & 

Gopinath, 2019; Prakash & Gupta, 2002).

Another major problem in VET institutions is the availability of qualified instructors 

(Ajithkumar, 2016). Many instructors had not received any pedagogical training, are not pre-

pared enough for teaching (Jambo & Pilz, 2017; Pilz & Gengaiah, 2019; Zenner et al., 2017) 

and were employed on a part-time or term contract basis, which again turned out to be an 

issue impacting teaching and learning. 

A study by Tara et al. (2016) found that 50% of the principals interviewed at govern-

ment ITIs, responded that they had difficulty in finding qualified trainers, and therefore they 

are forced to employ temporary instructors lacking in adequate skills, which impacted the 

teaching and learning process. They further argue that "if the teaching is of poor quality, 

and the competences taught in the ITI programmes are not meeting the needs of the labour 

market, vocational training will not be recognised by employers as suitable" (Tara et al., 2016, 

p. 11). 

As Joshi et al. (2014) claim, qualified and motivated teachers and instructors are the bot-

tom line of any training system, and the standard of teaching and training personnel is one 

of the key indicators to measure the quality of training. There is a huge demand for teachers/

instructors in the country´s VET system (Mehrotra, 2014b) which is substantiated by official 

numbers of the MSDE, reporting 95,000 vacant instructor positions in ITIs in 2020. However, 

despite of several government efforts to qualify higher numbers of instructors, the present 

capacity for the training of trainers under the Craft Instructor Training Scheme (CITS) is 

7,776 per annum only. Furthermore, seats are frequently not completely filled and  utilisation 

numbers did even decrease by 4% to 81% from 2017 to 2019 (MSDE, 2018; MSDE, 2020). 

Currently, only 15% of the teaching and training personnel in ITIs has a CITS certification. 

One reason of trainer shortage lies within insufficient capacities for training. However, other 

factors can be identified in a complex interaction of the low attractiveness of the vocational 

education and training system and hence respective teacher positions, entry requirements for 

CITS training (see MSDE, 2020), and working conditions that need improvement, especially 

in private ITIs (Pilz & Gengaiah, 2019; Tara et al., 2016). The shortage of (qualified) trainers 

has major implications on the actual quality of training. Addressing input factors such as the 

quality of instructors, which impacts directly on learning outcomes, and thus employability, 

is a great challenge. This can be resolved only if the training quality is enhanced by making 
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provision for development of well-trained teachers and instructors, with pedagogical skills 

and experience from the world of work (Mehrotra, 2017; Pilz & Gengaiah, 2019). 

The above literature review reveals that despite various skill development initiatives by the 

government at state and federal level, VET institutions in India suffer due to a range of issues. 

This affects the overall functioning and quality of vocational training institutions in India 

(Agrawal & Agrawal, 2017; De, 2019); hence, there is a need for regulation and strengthening 

of the VET system by ensuring quality training (Chakravorty & Bedi, 2019; De, 2019).

3 Development Process of Model Design

Institutional quality management based on comprehensive models to initiate and steer edu-

cational and organisational development processes, as well as a general "culture of quality", 

are not well-established in the context of VET in India (Tara et al., 2016). The transfer of 

educational systems and practices is subject to context-dependent difficulties and obstacles 

that cause demand for contextualisation (Broadfoot, 2000; Vogelsang & Pilz, 2020). Cross- 

national policy borrowing frequently involves processes of adaptation (Phillips & Ochs, 

2003), and often policies cannot be transferred entirely (Li, 2017; Pilz, 2017). 

The current approach is based on a concept of prospective evaluation (Li & Pilz, 2019) 

in the form of an extensive pilot-based test to substantiate and enable a successful transfer 

of the model. Furthermore, it incorporates cultural and practical adaptation processes from 

an early stage of development, blending theoretical, practical and culture-specific aspects 

of development. Therefore, a research approach was chosen that provides for openness and 

flexibility, allows for a continued cycle of development, and the integration of practical expe-

rience within the research process. 

Figure 1: Development Process of Quality Model
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The paradigm of Design-Based Research (DBR) builds the foundation for recurrent proces-

ses of analysis, design, evaluation and revision of the concept, as it considers the practical 

approach and relevance (Design-Based Research Collective, 2003; Euler, 2014) of the deve-

lopment objective. The chosen methods were shaped around the overall aim, to develop a 

model that is technically sound, as well as adapted to the cultural and socioeconomic context. 

DBR investigates "the manner in which the desirable objective can best be attained in a given 

context through an intervention yet to be developed" (Euler, 2014, p. 17). Thus, research 

steps and processes were guided by the need to balance and combine scientific necessities, 

the integration of practical necessities and realisation of "cultural-fit" (Lewis, 2007). The core 

research group consisted of Indian as well as German researchers who worked constantly in 

a bilateral team. Two guest researchers from India were invited to join the project; they spent 

time with the research group at the University of Cologne, and assisted with field research 

in India. In addition, four Indian project partners from relevant areas, served for constant 

intercultural and professional feedback (Pilz et al., 2020). The specific composition of the 

research team as well as the close cooperation with Indian universities and project consul-

tants enables genuine ownership of the model. Such collaboration in design-based research 

allows practitioners and researchers to work together to bring about meaningful changes in 

the context of practice, and helps to refine key components of an intervention (Design-Based 

Research Collective, 2003). 

The first steps of model development involved the elaboration of a theoretical and concep-

tual base, guided by reciprocal processes of convergence and alignment. These were delibera-

tely structured by oral and written communication and mediation processes. 

Taking an organisational perspective to educational institutions, an extensive literature 

search was conducted, with a focus on national and international quality management ap-

proaches in education. Relevant approaches were identified, analysed and summarised. Exis-

ting models of school quality, were selected according to deductive and inductive criteria, 

in order to create a basis for the development of an own approach. Criteria utilised relate to 

the acceptability (Proctor et al., 2011) of the approach in the Indian context, comprehensive-

ness (Alexander, 2008) and overall elaboration of the model, as well as the conceptual base of 

 models.

Thus, for example, a one-sided concentration of models from German-speaking countries 

was avoided; instead, internationally recognised, and extensively implemented frameworks, 

relevant models from Asia, as well as indigenous Indian approaches were included. A total of 

44 models were identified and analysed, out of which 14 models were selected for further ag-

gregation. These jointly provide a sound basis for measuring quality, base on a complex and 

multilevel quality construct, and correspond to the underlying understanding and definitions 

of educational quality. The approach was supplemented by an extensive literature review, 

and collection of findings from international school effectiveness and school  improvement 
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 research, as well as research into teaching and learning. Indian national education policy and 

pedagogic research sources, were collected and reviewed in order to specifically include natio-

nal approaches so as to address significant cultural context and premises (Broadfoot, 2000), and 

reduce the risk of ethnocentrism (Alexander, 2008, p. 40). By analysis of the selected models, 

core areas of school quality were identified and consolidated in an iterative process. The adopti-

on of the system and nomenclature of a specific approach was avoided for matters of accessibi-

lity, acceptability (Proctor et al., 2011) and connectivity. Institutional core areas of educational 

quality were merged with respect to broad but consistent fields of organisational actions and 

processes, to enable a potential subsequent alignment to different quality management approa-

ches. Countries across the world have distinct VET and labour market practices and, based 

on the industrial growth and socio-economic development of the respective countries, they 

ascribe a different meaning to the concepts and approaches to the VET system (see CEDEFOP, 

2009; Pilz & Li, 2014; Winterton, 2012). Consequently, approaches to quality management, de-

finitions and context, vary according to the culture of the specific country; VET policy, frame-

work, institutional structure and educational system. Thus, a specific consideration of existing 

Indian models and country-specific needs, guided by intercultural feedback from the Indian 

research partners, lead to the definition of a main quality area relating to the involvement of the 

private sector in vocational training and education. In the next step, selected models served for 

the identification and analysis of quality criteria.

By comparing and aggregating more than 400 indicators and criteria, main criteria and 

related indicators were identified, evaluated and bundled in a staggered process. A primary 

selection feature related to the applicability of criteria (Alexander, 2008) with respect to their 

fit regarding necessities and potentials for measurement at the targeted system level. For the 

current purpose, criteria had to be selected that target the meso and micro level of the VET 

system. Aspects were chosen that have the potential to be influenced by individual institutions, 

in order to provide for a developmental function of the framework. As a next step, further se-

lection features were developed with regard to acceptability (Proctor et al., 2011), social validity 

(Nastasi & Hitchcock, 2016), feasibility and appropriateness (Proctor et al., 2011) of criteria. 

Acceptability was, among others, related to relevance regarding identified problems of the VET 

system, fit with regard to systemic features and national requirements, as well as compliance 

with the underlying quality definitions. Social validity addressed content-related aspects regar-

ding culture-specific contexts and values, with regard to the target group. Feasibility included 

aspects of measurability, data access and the competencies of stakeholders in the intervention 

setting. Appropriateness was considered separately, as criteria or entire approaches may be ac-

cepted but can still prove inappropriate, for example with regard to resources and structures 

on site or individual needs of consumers or organisations (Proctor et al., 2011). Aspects of the 

contextual and cultural fit of criteria, related to the complexity of quality aspects (e.g. measu-

ring social competences), linguistic changes with regard to the fundamental understanding 
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of the content, or negative connotations due to current systemic problems (e.g. the notion of 

"recognition of prior learning", which is basically perceived as a policy facet), aspects that are 

culturally considered unsuitable (e.g. promotion of learner self-assessment) or the transfer of 

Western pedagogical concepts that have no meaning, or a different meaning in the national 

context (e.g. the German notion of work-process orientation as a pedagogical concept). Here, it 

needs to be underlined that the omittance of specific terms and concepts like, e.g., the German 

"vocational concept" which, among others, comprises a highly holistic understanding of the 

notion of "occupation", does not necessarily lead to a low comprehension and likewise reduced 

construction of the concept of educational quality. In the past, there have been many attempts 

by Indian educational authorities to import elsewhere successful policies as part of VET and 

general education reform efforts (see e.g. Brinkmann, 2015; Mehrotra et al., 2014). However, 

those attempts, e.g. the expansion of dual apprenticeship structures following the German dual 

system, could not be implemented as intended until today- or stayed on the level of theoreti-

cal policy recommendations (see e.g., Mehrotra et al., 2014). These examples from the Indian 

context are in line with general findings from educational policy transfer research that show 

that the export or import of foreign models does not prove successful without appropriate con-

textualisation (Li, 2017; Steiner-Khamsi, 2012). The approach taken here involves a contextual 

and cultural adaptation that enables a successful transfer of the model, but does not alter the 

core component of the approach (Nastasi & Hitchcock, 2016), which is to measure educatio-

nal quality comprehensively, according to a holistic and empirically substantiated definition of 

VET quality. Therefore, 40 criteria of school quality were determined, which were underpinned 

by further qualitative and quantitative sub-indicators. This process of selection and elimination 

enabled the researchers to identify relevant contextual factors, and enhanced the researcher’s 

understanding of the intervention (Design-Based Research Collective, 2003). 

4 Structure and Content of the Model

The basic structure of the model integrates input, process and output, as well as outcome 

factors of educational quality (see Heneveld & Craig, 1996; Scheerens & Bosker, 1997; United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2002) that have been transferred 

into quality criteria, and supplemented with respective indicators. The underlying approach 

was extended and systematised by means of an organisational perspective to institutional 

management and quality. The model encompasses seven areas of institutional quality in vo-

cational education and training. Six areas relate to characteristics of institutional processes 

and themes, while one additional area addresses results and outcomes with a focus on learner 

achievements. Areas include: Institutional Sphere & Context; Personnel; Educational Plan-

ning, Provision & Assessment; Learning & Teaching; Leadership & School Management; Indus-

try Linkage and Learner Achievements.



1 

Institutional Sphere & 

Context

2 

Personnel

3 

Educational Planning, 

Provision & Assessment

4 

Learning & Teaching

5 

Leadership & School  

Management

6 

Industry Linkage

7 

Learner Achievements

Input 1.1  Facilities & Resources

• General Facilities

•  Learning Facilities & 

Resources

•  Resource Management

2.1 Personnel Competence & Attitude

•  Educational Personnel Qualification

2.2  Working Environment & Job 

Security

•  Working Conditions Teaching Staff

•  Working Conditions Non-teaching 

Staff

2.3 Training & Development

•  Investment & Engagement in 

Training

• Further Training

3.1  Educational Provision 

& Curricula

•  Demand-Orientation of 

Course Programme

• Quality School Syllabus

3.2  Assessment Concept 

& Practices

• Regular Assessment

• Holistic Assessment

5.1  Effective Institutional 

Organisation

•  Supportive & Efficient  

Institutional Processes

Process 1.2  Student Support & 

Provisions

•  Student Support Services

•  Pre-enrolment & Career 

Counselling

1.3   Inclusion, Access & 

Equity

•   Availability & Assis-

tance: Schemes for VET 

Access

•  Participation of Under-

represented Groups

2.4 Cooperation & Teamwork

• Cohesion & Cooperative Teamwork

4.1 Quality Classroom Teaching & Management

• Lesson Preparation

• Appropriate Methodology Mix

• Transparency & Structure

• Active Learning Activities & Time 

4.2 Learner Orientation

• Learning Climate

• Frequent Individual Feedback

• Individual Support & Differentiation

4.3 Holistic Vocational Focus

• Practice & Occupation Orientation

•  Knowledge Application & Recontextualisation Focus

5.2  Effective & Cooperative 

Leadership

• Institutional Strategy & Vision

• Cooperative Leadership

5.3  Quality Assurance & 

Development

• Quality Management Initiatives

•  Evaluation & Improvement of 

Educational Quality

5.4  External Relations & Com-

munication

• Public Relations

6.1 Industry Engagement

•  Identification of Industrial 

Training Needs

• Industry Engagement

•  Functioning IMC Commit-

tee (ITI only)

6.2  Placement Coordination 

& Monitoring

•  Functional Placement & 

In-service Coordination

Output/ 

Outcome

7. 1  Competencies &  

Qualifications

• Employability

• Learner Performance

7.2 Transition & Participation

• Academic Progression 

• Transition into Work

Figure 2: Structure and Content of Quality Model
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The structure of the model involves four levels that allow for the operationalisation of quality 

with different degrees of abstraction. Within the analysed approaches, areas that comprise 

primary characteristics of institutional actions and processes were specified with a certain 

variation in the degree of their comprehensiveness. Here, a two-level approach for the de-

finition of quality areas was chosen, and the distinction between an evaluation area and a 

quality dimension was introduced. This distinction allows for a further specification of di-

mensions of institutional quality, which serves to increase accessibility of the model, and 

enables a focus on selective areas, with reference to specific institutional development pro-

cesses. A quality dimension is a further, more specific, domain of an evaluation area. Quality 

dimensions comprise thematically related qualities and activities of evaluation areas, and 

encompass a range of criteria that have been identified as relevant for educational quality 

in the specific context. Example quality dimensions within the area of Learning & Teaching 

are: Quality Classroom Teaching & Management, Learner Orientation and Holistic Vocatio-

nal Focus. Quality criteria indicate distinct attributes of institutional and educational quality 

(Watters, 2015). They may refer to processes, input or output factors, and are specified with 

reference to institutional and educational objectives. Here, they are conceptualised as com-

plex constructs, generally composed of a range of indicators. An example of a criterion in 

the dimension Educational Provision & Curricula would be Demand-Orientation of Course 

Programme. Indicators serve for specific measurement purposes. Criteria are operationalised 

by qualitative indicators and—where appropriate—substantiated by quantitative measures. 

Example indicators for the criterion Employability cover "utilised skills at the workplace (in 

internships, after final placement)", "employer satisfaction regarding job readiness and actual 

skill sets", "satisfaction of graduates with trade or occupation acquired" as well as "percentage 

of graduates entering in designated or related industries" and "percentage of graduates who 

are in wage employment, self-employed or family business." 

Evaluation areas, quality dimensions and related criteria are assumed to have different 

direct and indirect effects on the quality of individual learning processes. School effectiven-

ess research identified several main influence factors that primarily relate to school context, 

teachers and instruction (Creemers & Reezigt, 1996; Scheerens & Bosker, 1997; Scheerens 

et al., 2013), mapped in the current approach. Bell et al. (2004) argue that DBR enables the 

researchers to capture iterative exploration and refinement of the educational elements in 

different places where learning occurs. With this context, despite the quality dimensions, 

criteria and indicators are adapted from school context and educational settings; the deve-

loped quality model is contextualised, with the intention to analyse and meet quality issues 

pertaining to (formal) VET institutions in India and not general education. 

As has been discussed in the literature review, the majority of learners who graduate from 

VET institutions are unemployed, even those who enter into the labour market lack the skills 

expected to perform at the workplace. VET institutions need to monitor institutional ac-
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tions with reference to results and the transition to the (formal and informal) labour market 

(Tara et al., 2016). Essential for the quality of learning processes and related outcomes, are 

 instructional processes at the classroom level (Creemers & Reezigt, 1996; Hattie & Yates, 

2014). Teacher performance is related to competence, personal motivation and institutional 

context conditions (Rowan, 1996; Yukl, 2002). Within the current framework, the quality 

of teaching and learning at the classroom level is viewed as the core factor for educational 

outcomes and, in addition, builds the primary service of institutions from an organisational 

perspective. Quality dimensions that relate to personnel, institutional context, organisational 

and leadership aspects as well as stakeholder impact are organised around this service, having 

a direct or indirect impact on the quality of direct teacher-student interaction ( Wahlstrom 

et al., 2010). 

Contextual Adaptations in the Model

Culture and education are complex phenomena (Giorgetti et al., 2017) and education sys-

tems are part of the culture of a country. Thus, cultural context is one of the more significant 

influential factors influencing the functioning of educational institutions, the methods used 

in the classroom teaching-learning process and teacher-student roles (Akbaş, 2011) and their 

interactions (Sandoval & Bell, 2004). The cultural context also affects VET practice and beha-

viour, as well as outcome of programmes, thus, development of such quality models requires 

an open approach (Rose, 2005). These considerations are important, as the culture has a 

significant influence on VET, and value and social attitude to VET in India are different from 

other countries (Pilz, 2016b; Wessels & Pilz, 2018). As Rose (1991) recognised, the formula-

tion of a programme or model is best reflected as a creative act rather than a process of copy-

ing; therefore, some adaptation is required on account of local circumstances (Rose, 1991). 

With this backdrop, the quality model in this study was developed, with some adaptation 

based on the local circumstances and deep understanding of the socio-cultural dimension. 

The contextual adaptation of the model is illustrated in the following section.

India is a highly diversified country in terms of language, religion and caste systems, and 

also has particular influence exerted by the traditional hierarchical social, cultural and eco-

nomic structure (Chauhan, 2009; Wessels & Pilz, 2018). The inclusive growth strategy of 

India has aimed at ensuring that individuals across society have equal opportunities in access 

to education and VET, irrespective of gender, age, caste, ethnicity, religion, socio-economic 

status and family background, to acquire skills and find employment in the labour mar-

ket (Goel, 2011; Mehrotra, 2017; World Bank, 2008). Possible students or trainees from the 

lower ranks of society are often excluded from VET because of their obligation to financi-

ally support family members. Furthermore, they often lack general support as well as access 

to information on VET measures. These considerations are reflected, and some measures 

are taken, through national policy agendas. The very recent National Policy on Education 

(MHRD, 2020) document, has also outlined the actions aimed at addressing disparities in ac-
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cess to education and vocational training on the basis of gender, or for any underrepresented 

groups (MHRD, 2020). Therefore, the researchers perceived "Inclusion, Access & Equity" as 

one of the key quality dimensions which is included in the current model, to assess actions of 

 institutions to enable access to VET for the poor, rural population and other disadvantaged 

groups (World Bank, 2008), by providing necessary information on admission requirements, 

various scholarship schemes and career counselling services for students. 

Often, many of the students and also their parents, particularly from lower social strata, 

poor families and those from rural regions, are largely unaware of the availability of VET, its 

relevance, job opportunities, and employability potential. The quality criterion "Participation 

of Underrepresented Groups" under the aforementioned quality dimension, and indicators 

such as "participation of underprivileged students", "ratio of female students in different vo-

cational courses" and their graduation rates, are included for measurement. 

Similarly, the quality criterion component of "Facilities & Resources" in the "Institutional 

Sphere and Context" evaluation area, encompasses available general and specialised facilities, 

as well as equipment in VET institutions. It involves the process related to utilisation and 

planned maintenance and service of equipment and facilities. Further, maintaining and ma-

naging these resources is equally important and ensures facilities should be safe, in an orderly 

state and hygienic, and correspond to given standards for learning and working processes. 

In India, the sanitation and hygiene in educational institutions often does not meet required 

standards, due to lack of resources and/or inadequate institutional support (Rakesh et al., 

2014) and therefore, may pose a risk of communicable diseases (United Nations Children's 

Fund, 1998). Therefore, the researchers considered this criterion as one of the important 

 aspects in the model, to ensure a conducive learning environment; learners and employees 

are provided with basic amenities such as clean drinking water, toilets, uninterrupted power 

supply, as some VET institutions in rural regions, face regular power supply issues (Neroor-

kar & Gopinath, 2020; Ramasamy, 2016). The discussion above shows that this model de-

sign research approach aimed to capture the iterative exploration and adaptation of quality 

elements in the model, based on local customisation and relevance (Bell et al., 2004), in line 

with issues associated with the socio-cultural context of the country.

The overall system as well as individual VET institutions in India display weak links to 

local companies and occupation related industries (Pilz & Wiemann, 2020), which results in 

skill mismatch (Bisht & Pattanaik, 2020; Majumdar, 2008), outdated curricula and missing 

links to current occupational practice (Neerorkaar & Gopinath, 2019; Ramasamy, 2016). A 

fundamental goal of the first National Policy on Skill Development in 2009 was to intensify 

the private sector involvement in formal VET measures. Therefore, the National Skill Deve-

lopment Corporation (NSDC), a public-private partnership, was built under supervision of 

the MSDE (British Council, 2016). The main task of the NSDC is to initiate and coordinate 

actions and the involvement of the private sector in VET as well as the development of Sector 
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Skill Councils. The corporation is involved in curriculum development and the qualification 

of trainers, and is to function as an information system for the government (MSDE, 2020). 

However, several initiatives for a higher involvement of the private sector in Indian formal 

VET, including those related to the NSDC, have not proven successful overall (MSDE, 2016; 

Pilz, 2016c). The evaluation area "Industry Linkage" takes the engagement of industries and 

trade on the institutional level into specific consideration. In contrast to systemic  approaches 

to public-private involvement, the model emphasises a bottom-up approach of direct inter-

action and cooperation between VET institutions and local employers. In addition, it addres-

ses the participation of industry and trade members in consulting and steering activities. An 

important quality dimension of the area relates to "Placement Coordination & Monitoring". 

The dimension subsumes all activities that relate to final placement after graduation and the 

coordination of in-service training and internships during education and training. Further-

more, it involves the joint coordination and supervision of apprenticeship training under 

the Apprentices Act. The involvement of industries and trade does also relate to curricula 

design and adaptations as well as industry exposure through visits and guest lecturers, and is 

therefore addressed by specific indicators under the criteria "Demand-Orientation of Course 

Programme" and "Quality School Syllabus", located in the evaluation area "Educational Plan-

ning, Provision & Assessment". A further crucial aspect with regard to actual competencies of 

teaching-personnel is covered by the indicator "years of practical industry- or trade-related 

experience" under the criterion "Educational Personnel Qualification". Practical working ex-

perience of teachers does not only relate to skills and competencies, but in addition contri-

butes to an enhanced openness from the perspective of personnel, regarding the engage-

ment of industry and trade. These examples do also illustrate the interconnectivity of quality 

 areas and dimensions, and exemplify that education and training quality in VET is always a 

complex interaction of different factors which call for a comprehensive approach for quality 

measurement.

5 Outlook

The basic aim of the entire study is to develop an approach to measure quality that is tailored 

to the national context. Following the first research phases described in the sections above, 

the next step is to evaluate the first version of the quality model in Indian ITIs and Poly-

technic Colleges. Institutions for the pretest and following pilot will be located in Delhi and 

Bangalore. The sample will consist of private as well as governmental institutions at different 

levels of excellence and configuration, to cover a great variety of VET institutions. As cultural 

and contextual fit is of major relevance for the study, guaranteed field access, compliance with 

the qualitative and participative research approach, and the support of the research network 
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on site, led to the choice for both geographical regions. In addition, the sample was supposed 

to explicitly cover two different federal states and urban regions in India. 

In the pilot-based implementation, the relevance, and appropriateness, of identified qua-

lity dimensions, criteria and indicators to the Indian conditions will be validated. A design-

based research approach views a successful innovation as a joint product of the designed 

intervention and the context (Design-Based Research Collective, 2003). Thus, the approach 

will be evaluated by the research team under close participation of local stakeholders at diffe-

rent levels (district authorities, school management, teachers, and administrative personnel) 

with regard to content, feasibility and acceptability. Likewise, relevant data on quality will 

be collected. It is the advantage of a design-based approach, that it does not only focus on 

how developed models function in specific settings, to document success or failure, but also 

on processes and interactions that refine the researchers and practitioners understanding of 

the phenomena in a natural setting (Bell et al., 2004). Therefore, results from the pilot will 

be analysed and, the model, as well as the criteria and the measurement parameters, will be 

further adapted and refined.

The optimised model will be implemented in the field, with substantiated insights on con-

text-specific measurement of quality. The revised and finalised approach will be transferred 

to a quality analysis toolbox, and made available with open access, on an internet homepage 

in English, to enable easy access and utilisation by Indian vocational training practitioners. 

The final scientific results of the developed quality model and instruments will also be disse-

minated through Indian researchers and relevant political actors. Data on quality collected 

in the main pilot will provide insights for the development and improvement of the VET 

system. Furthermore, based on the prospective evaluation of the implementation, recom-

mendations for possible systemic changes to enable a successful future implementation of 

comprehensive quality management approaches in India may be given.

There are significant limitations in this study. The study is planned only in the selected 

regions of Indian states; therefore, it is encouraged to examine this quality model in other 

regions considering the diverse culture and distinct economic development within the coun-

try. As Li and Pilz (2019) argue, the success of an educational policy transfer or model, is 

highly dependent on factors such as the extent of contextual adaptation and complex inter-

actions. Limitations also exist with reference to the assessment of long-term implementation 

 outcomes like impact and sustainability of the current approach The impact of an implemen-

ted model has been defined by Alexander (2008) as "the intended and/or unintended conse-

quences of the use of the instrument, especially for those—teachers and learners—to whose 

activities the instruments are applied" (p.15) and can be differentiated with regard to impact 

in application, and impact in reporting. While detection of certain effects in the pilot-based 

quality model implementation is to be expected, and revision of the approach with respect to 

unintended effects will be undertaken, a comprehensive evaluation of impact with  reference 
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to effects on quality data and possible institutional development is not feasible within the cur-

rent research design. The same holds for sustainability, which describes the extent to which 

an implemented programme is integrated and maintained within an organisation (Proctor et 

al., 2011). Still, factors that may hinder or contribute to a successful and possibly sustainable 

implementation can be identified during the pretest and pilot-based implementation and 

turned into recommendations for future adopters of the model.

Testing the model in two separate institutions is a novel approach and will provide valu-

able insights. A framework that includes a wide range of input, process, and output factors, 

including process variables in the area of teaching and learning, has not been implemented 

in Indian VET yet, which distinguishes the current study from existing non-implemented 

concepts for quality measurement in India. In such processes, "soft" factors such as key sta-

keholders in the intervention setting and capacity building activities, are equally important 

(Li & Pilz, 2019; Ramasamy & Pilz, 2019). These prerequisites provide a substantial base for 

long-term implementation and initiation of institutional development processes on site. 

The joint research project allows researchers to gain insights on key quality issues of VET 

institutions in India, the reiteration process between both Indian and German research part-

ners, while identifying the quality areas and criteria, has provided an opportunity to under-

stand socio-cultural aspects of both the countries, and experience an exchange of knowledge 

(Pilz et al., 2020). The success of any programme or model, depends on the specific context 

of the country, particularly cultural values and assumptions (Rose, 2005). Thus, the deve-

loped quality model may be implemented in other countries to analyse the quality of VET 

institutions, with an adequate degree of contextual adaptation and customisation, based on 

education and training policy and the VET system of the specific country.
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68 Cooperation Between Learning Venues: Cancún Hotel Industry

Findings: The results show that for successful cooperation between learning venues, the 

coordination of a common goal (to secure the availability of skilled workers) between dif-

ferent actors, and communication between companies and educational organizations (vo-

cational school/university), are particularly important for successful cooperation. Further-

more, it seems that companies are taking on a dominant role, so that vocational training 

organizations must be more in line with the wishes of the hotels. The results indicate that 

partnership-based action is not very obvious. Accordingly, the aspect of governance plays a 

subordinate role regarding the cooperation between hotels and educational organizations.

Conclusion: There are general findings, which can also be useful for other regions. This 

study shows that learning venues cooperation are possible with both vocational schools and 

universities. In order for learning venues cooperation to be successful, certain principles are 

needed. However, these principles are related to the specificity of a region or a particular 

industry.

Keywords: Tourism, Hotel Industry, Cooperation Between Learning Venues, Limits, Mexi-

co, VET, Vocational Education and Training

1 Introduction

Tourism is very important in the economy of many regions in Latin America, and it is growing 

constantly there (López, 2020a). In 2018, Mexico generated around 22.5 billion U.S. dollars due 

to international tourists alone (López, 2020b). The relevance of the sector is also evident from 

the gross domestic product (GDP), 8.5% of GDP is generated by tourism (OECD, 2017).

In recent years, the tourism sector in Mexico has provided employment for more and 

more people, and at the beginning of 2020 the number of people employed in tourism was 

approx. 4.5 million. About 9% of all employees in Mexico work in the tourism industry (SE-

DETUR & INEGI, 2020). Because of its relevance to the country, the promotion of tourism 

is considered a priority of the Mexican government.

In order to further expand this sector, not only a corresponding tourism infrastructure is 

needed, but also a well-trained workforce (e.g. Brown et al., 2001; ILO, 2011; OECD, 2018). 

Especially the tourism sector needs skilled workers at the intermediate level; thus, the impor-

tance of vocational training is coming into sharper focus (Baum, 2002; Budría & Telhado-

Pereira, 2009).

The efforts being undertaken in this regard in Mexico are a good example. The Mexican 

government reformed the national vocational training system in the 2010s, and introduced 

a Mexican model of dual training (Modelo Mexicano de Formación Dual, MMFD), to im-

part practical work experience. For this purpose, the combination of classroom-based and 

workplace-based training is important. During this reform process, the involved actors also 
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developed training concepts for the tourism sector (BIBB, 2015; CAMEXA, n.d). In the lite-

rature about different training modes, the design and interaction of the two learning venues 

is repeatedly presented as particularly successful in combining theory and practice in the 

learning process (Fürstenau et al., 2014). Very often, the dual apprenticeship system in the 

German speaking countries is regarded as a role model for a fruitful combination of the dif-

ferent learning venues (Barabasch & Heller, 2020; BMBF, 2013; Lassnigg, 2017; Smith, 2019). 

However, cooperation between learning venues is only one aspect of the German dual system 

(e.g. Gonon, 2013; Pilz & Fürstenau, 2019; Raggatt, 1988).

The study presented here takes up the focus of vocational training research, and exami-

nes exclusively the cooperation between learning venues, since this is also one important 

goal for MMFD in Mexico: "Implementation and improvement of dual vocational education 

and training in schools and Business" (BIBB, n.d.). Since German actors are involved in the 

implementation and consolidation of MMFD, and the German dual system is considered a 

model for MMFD (BIBB, n.d; Wiemann & Fuchs, 2018), the German concept of cooperation 

between learning venues will be presented (see section 2.1). Nevertheless, the concept of vo-

cational education is still further developed and continues to be modified.

The emphasis of the study is on the principles which positively influence the cooperation 

between the different learning venues. Callan and Ashworth (2004) write for instance: "Open 

and regular communication is central to successful training partnerships" (p. 52). Important 

principles are already being discussed not only in various disciplines, but also specifically for 

the tourism industry (e.g. Augustyn & Knowles, 2000). Therefore, even cooperation between 

learning venues seems to need certain principles to be successful. Previous international re-

search, however, shows that cooperation between learning venues is often not realized, or is 

difficult to arrange and maintain (Pilz & Wiemann, 2021). Reasons cited from a company's 

point of view include inadequate quality (for example of teacher’s education or technical 

equipment in the vocational schools) or inadequate standardization of curricula (Pilz, 2016; 

Pilz, 2017).

After all, the tourism sector in Mexico has not yet been researched from a training per-

spective. Therefore, part of this investigation will be to examine the principles which are 

particularly important for cooperation between learning venues, thereby focusing on the 

tourism sector in one important region for tourism in Mexico (Cancún).

The focus of this study on Cancún is due to the region's growing importance for the 

Mexican economy in recent decades (OECD, 2017). Until the 1960s, Cancún was still cha-

racterized by a peripheral rural appearance (Carte et al., 2010; Torres & Momsen, 2005a), 

which changed fundamentally with the initiation of the Mexican government's master plan 

for tourism development (Torres & Momsen, 2005b). Since then, the city of Cancún has been 

steadily expanded, with an associated hotel zone located along a lagoon about 20 km long. In 

the meantime, the number of hotels has risen to around 1,000, and over six million tourists 
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visit the region every year (SEDETUR, 2019; Statista, 2020). The region around Cancún has 

developed as one of the most important international tourist destinations of Latin America 

in just under 40 years (Statista, 2018). This development is also due to state support and pro-

motion (Brenner & Aguilar, 2002; Torres & Momsen, 2005a).

The tourism boom has attracted many workers from other parts of the Yucatán Penin-

sula, which is strongly influenced by the Maya population, and workers from other areas of 

Mexico. As a booming tourist destination, Cancún therefore is characterized by many young 

(interregional) immigrants, who sometimes are regarded as socially uprooted (Reyes Miran-

da & Cazal Ferreira, 2009). In addition, some studies criticize that the increase in economic 

growth has only limited effects on the social welfare of the region (Torres & Momsen, 2005b), 

since only few employers have offered regular employment contracts with better pay in the 

past, and the vast majority of jobs are on temporary low-wage contracts (Bianet Castellanos, 

2010). As a result, the local hotel industry lacks semi-skilled employees, such as receptio-

nists, advanced housekeeping and service personnel, who are used for demanding and com-

plex tasks. Therefore, the provision of vocational training, especially in terms of cooperation 

 between learning venues, could be an opportunity for enterprises to obtain sufficiently trai-

ned personnel.

In the following, the state of research concerning the cooperation between learning ve-

nues and the principles necessary for successful cooperation is presented. After an expla-

nation of the methodology used, the two actors and their cooperation are discussed with 

reference to the establishment of dual practices. The following also explains the point of view 

of the interview partners about the key principle of successful cooperation. Afterwards, the 

findings will be assigned to the principles and then discussed.

2 Learning Venues and Principles of Successful Cooperation  

 in the Literature

2.1 Cooperation Between Learning Venues

As discussed in the introduction, the combination of classroom-based and workplace-based 

training has recently started to spread in Mexico, and the German dual system serves as role 

model for the Mexican actors. In this study, the German dual system will be used and criti-

cally discussed as a reference to detect and define cooperation between learning venues. For 

this reason, it is important for readers who are not familiar with the German dual system, 

that the concept "cooperation between learning venues" be briefly described.
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The terms learning venues or locations of learning (in German language called "Lernort") have 

gained popularity to describe learning at two places (company/school) in Germany (Deissin-

ger, 2010; Gessler, 2017a; Pilz & Fürstenau, 2019). The term cooperation between learning ve-

nues, introduced by the German Education Council in 1974 (GEC, 1974) to describe duality 

(company/school), has become established, although in 1964 already the German Commit-

tee on Education System defines duality on the basis of the learning places (German Com-

mittee on Education System, 1966). But often more than two learning venues are included 

(e.g. training workshop, virtual classroom) (e.g. Gessler, 2017a; Deissinger, 2010). However, 

cooperation between learning venues is only one element of duality inside the German dual 

system (e.g. Pilz & Fürstenau 2019; Raggatt, 1988). 

In the literature, especially with a focus on the transfer of a dual approach, the following 

criteria are discussed, which are important for the transfer of a dual system: The willing-

ness of a company to provide training is crucial. Additionally, the existence of a legal frame-

work, which allows the integration of such practices, on part of the host countries is relevant. 

 Besides, not only scientific-based theoretical knowledge, but also experiential knowledge 

should be utilized. Cooperation between the state, the economy and the social partners is 

mentioned as a further criterion (Emmenegger et al., 2019). The focus should be on a holistic 

occupational profile, and vocational training should serve as a career-relevant measure (Fort-

wengel & Jackson, 2016; Gonon, 2013; Lewis, 2007; Valiente & Scandurra, 2017). Therefore, 

many actors are involved in vocational education (Billett & Seddon, 2004) and the singular 

focus on the learning venues in this study is a strong reduction of the duality in the German 

dual system in order to gain initial insights.

In other countries, even without a widely implemented German dual system, cooperation 

between learning venues is also discussed (Markowitsch & Wittig, 2020). For example, the 

polytechnics in India focus on a stronger link between theory and practice (Schneider & Pilz, 

2019). But it is not only system structures that involve a stronger link to practice, companies 

also want to implement dual practices. Often there are multinational companies, which, due 

to their specific organizational structure, initiate a form of duality locally, in order to be 

able to transfer their existing training programs and practices (e.g. Fortwengel & Jackson, 

2016; Pilz & Li, 2014). For example, such cooperation is intended to train workers (Mitchell, 

1998). Therefore, in the international context, cooperation between companies and voca-

tional schools or universities and colleges, has already gained in importance and attracted 

scholarly attention (e.g. Graf & Powell, 2017; Pilz, 2017; Valiente & Scandurra, 2017). Based 

on the international context, this study expands the term of cooperation between learning 

venues to include academic courses, as well as vocational schools (see also section 3).
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2.2 Necessary Principles for Successful Cooperation Between Learning 

Venues

In this paper, cooperation between learning venues in Germany is critically examined. In par-

ticular, the lack of engagement on the part of schools and companies to promote cooperation 

between learning venues is criticized (Gessler, 2017a). Fürstenau et al. (2014) write: "The coor-

dination on the local level between individual schools and companies is not regulated and often 

either happens by chance or is instigated for specific reasons, e.g. misbehavior of the apprentice 

in matters such as daily attendance" (p. 434).

Various principles, important in order for cooperation to be successful, are mentioned in 

the scientific discourse (e.g. Berliner, 1997; Kanter, 1994). As a result of the scientific discourse, 

a range of literature exists which "proceeds with steps to take to ensure 'successful' partnerships" 

(Davies & Hentschke, 2006, p. 211). Kanter (1994) writes as follows: "Successful partnerships 

manage the relationship, not just the deal" (p. 96). In particular, successful partnerships were 

also given attention in vocational training research. One example is the study by Billett et al. 

(2007). Based on a study conducted in Australia, the researchers identified five principles that 

ensure the establishment and maintenance of cooperation within vocational education and trai-

ning (Billett et al., 2007). Australia basically has a dual system, but it differs from the German 

dual system in several aspects such as different applied policies (Harris & Deissinger, 2003). The 

first principle mentioned by the authors Billett et al. (2007) is: Building and maintaining shared 

purposes and goals. Accordingly, the interests of the actors involved must first be analyzed in 

order to be able to agree on a common strategy. The set objectives are derived from the identi-

fied local challenges. Through the identification, possible solutions are able to be developed. For 

example, actors enter into a cooperation because they are dissatisfied with the existing quality 

of the vocational school system. The second important principle is: Building and maintaining 

relations with partners. Within this principle, factors are mentioned that support the establish-

ment and continuation of a relationship. According to this principle, for example, communica-

tion between the involved participants, mutual respect or the appreciation of (partial) success, 

are named. The third principle is: Building and maintaining capacities for partnership work. This 

includes infrastructure as well as resources that are relevant for cooperation. The defined goals 

can only be achieved if various resources are available. The researchers cite building and main-

taining partnership governance and leadership as the fourth principle. Governance here means 

operating in partnership. Therefore, rules are necessary which define the respective roles. This 

definition should also prevent the pursuit of particular interests. Furthermore, actors must act 

sensitively, since the respective actions can also cause concern or even mistrust within the co-

operation partners. The last principle named is: Building and maintaining trust and trustworthi-

ness. The partners should be involved in confidence-building. The exchange of information can 

also have a positive effect in building trust. In addition, the development of a strategic plan, 

honesty and respect can help to build trust.
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Since the major focus here is on vocational training research, and our study is a pilot study, 

only three principles identified by Billett et al. (2007) are followed in our study: Building and 

maintaining shared purposes and goals, building and maintaining relations with partners, 

building and maintaining partnership governance and leadership. Since dual practices have 

not existed in Cancún for long, the other two principles are not considered in this study. For 

example, trust must be built over time (e.g. Dyer & Chu, 2000), which in turn can have an 

impact on the provision of resources.

Even though the major focus here is on vocational training research, these three princip-

les for successful cooperation are also cited in other disciplines. Economic geography can 

be mentioned as one example. While often, there only isolated actors in a region or country 

who try to change the institutional system of skill formation ('institutional entrepreneurs'), 

as in Vietnam (Wrana & Revilla Diez, 2016), sometimes there is broader cooperation on 

vocational education and training, as for example in Mexico’s manufacturing sector (Wie-

mann & Fuchs, 2018). Economic geographers emphasize that space usually implies regional 

disparities, with growing regions as centers, and less prosperous regions that are in peripheral 

positions; thus, often a focus is on the particular conditions for regional growth and deve-

lopment. Examples are metropolitan areas and clusters. Porter (1998) inspired research on 

clusters in economic geography, as a possible target to study reduced costs that companies 

have when they have access to local skilled labor. As a result, enterprises and vocational trai-

ning organizations can identify the training of skilled workers as a common objective, so that 

the region also benefits. The relationship between the partners also plays a role. For example, 

Bathelt et al. (2002) focus on local buzz, the diverse exchange of knowledge between actors 

on a local level, as fundamental for cooperation, where for example, rumors are exchanged. 

Reputation is a relevant resource for networking, and at the same time results from mutual 

interaction (Glückler, 2007; Glückler, 2014).

In addition to continuous ongoing cooperation, temporary personal face-to-face contacts 

are important (Ponds et al., 2009). All this contributes to successfully overcoming existing 

frictions (Bathelt et al., 2018). Accordingly, the various forms of communication must be 

taken into account for a successful cooperation. Governance is also discussed and recog-

nized as relevant with reference to cooperation in vocational training (Glückler et al., 2011). 

Glückler et al. (2011) place the actors (e.g. companies and vocational schools) with their dif-

ferent roles and tasks, in the center of attention. This relates to broader fields of international 

research on how organizations can overcome institutional differences in space (Cantwell et 

al., 2010; Krzywdzinski & Jo, 2020).

It is evident from these references that across disciplines, the definition of common 

goals, the formation of relationships and governance are considered important principles 

for successful cooperation. Although "guidelines for building better partnerships" (Callan & 
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 Ashworth, 2004, p. 59) were provided in the scientific discourse of vocational education and 

training, the need for further research is mentioned (Callan & Ashworth, 2004).

Consequently, the three principles of the study by Billett et al. (2007) serve as a starting 

point for our study of successful cooperation between learning venues in Cancún. The rele-

vant research question in this paper is therefore: Are a common goal, communication between 

actors and joint action, equally important in cooperation between learning venues in Cancún?

3 Methodology

The research question was investigated by an interdisciplinary research team consisting of 

two senior and two junior researchers from the department of vocational education and of 

economic geography. For this study, a qualitative approach was chosen to gain explorative in-

sights in order to approach the research subject. Besides, the qualitative approach is useful in 

order to distil and complete the important influencing variables in relation to answering the 

research objective. This contributes to results, in which relevant factors are not overlooked 

(Hollstein, 2011). Therefore, the study comprised qualitative interviews in Cancún in August 

2019. The interviewees were selected on the basis of an intensive internet search, which took 

place in advance.

The interviews were conducted and interpreted as described in the following. Ten face-

to-face and semi-structured interviews were conducted as bilateral or group interviews, 

with a total of 14 experts, such as five Human Resource managers from different hotels (two 

Mexican and three international hotels), three experts on the administrative level of two 

business-related authorities (municipal tourist office, tourism ministry), five persons of two 

educational organizations (headmasters and dual training coordinators of a university and 

a vocational school) and an expert of an employers' association, in order to gain a broad 

comprehensive picture of the players in the network of vocational training work in the hotel 

sector. The experts were selected for the semi-structured interviews because they have insi-

der expertise and knowledge due to their work position (Bogner et al., 2009). A university 

is also involved in order to pursue this research question, because in Mexico not only com-

panies, but especially universities seem to be very interested in the introduction of a dual 

system approach (Graf et al., 2014). Accordingly, various forms of combinations of locations 

of learning, including work-based learning activities (Evans et al., 2006) are considered here.

The questions for the semi-structured interviews were developed on the basis of theore-

tical literature of both disciplines, vocational education and economic geography, which is 

quoted in the second section. The focus of the questions was mainly on the macro- ("insti-

tutional structures and economic, social and political framework") and meso-level ("organi-

sational and regulatory design of TVET") (Pilz & Wiemann, 2021, p. 98). For example, the 

connection to the vocational school system or the training strategy of companies were in the 
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foreground (Pilz & Wiemann, 2021). The micro level was also considered in the interviews 

such as questions regarding training of learners in the hotels or the educational organizations, 

but the focus of this paper is on the other two levels. For this reason, questions were asked, 

for example, with whom cooperation are entered into and what the structure of the respective 

cooperation is. The interviews also included questions regarding the financing of vocational 

education. The interviews took place in Spanish and were subsequently fully transcribed. A 

total of about twelve hours could be evaluated; guided visits to the hotels or the educational 

organizations are not included in these hours. The evaluation of the interviews was carried 

out using qualitative content method in order to do justice to the specificity of the subject 

matter, the conceptual approach and the openness of the questions (Kuckartz, 2014). The 

transcripts allowed for case summaries that were closely aligned with the statements and did 

not show any evaluations. With the help of these summaries, categories and tables could be 

formed to achieve an analysis (Kuckartz, 2014).

Multi-star hotels in the Cancún hotel zone along the lagoon were included for the semi-

structured interviews. These hotels are primarily aimed at international guests, the majority 

of whom come from the USA (SEDETUR, 2019). The hotels in the city of Cancún (on the 

mainland beyond the lagoon), which are aimed primarily at business or individual travelers, 

were not included. The focus was on the 4- and 5-star hotels in the hotel zone, because these 

make up the majority of rooms available in the state in these two categories and therefore 

form the main agglomeration area (SEDETUR, 2018). The hotel companies located in the 

region are largely owned by US, Spanish, German and Mexican hotel chains. For this reason, 

the selection of the hotels was also based on the listed company headquarters. This procedure 

allows an overview of the cooperation between learning venues. The contact persons in the 

companies were Human Resource managers or the training officers. Since many actors are 

active in vocational education in Mexico (e.g. Wiemann & Fuchs, 2018), business-related 

organizations, which promote vocational education (SEDETUR, n.d.; SEMS, n.d.), were also 

included in our study. In these organizations visited, interviews were conducted with people 

at the administrative level.

In order to better place the interview statements in the local context, an intensive web 

analysis was carried out, comprising an analysis of newspapers such as El Universal (a very 

popular Mexican newspaper) or databases from INEGI (National Institute of Statistics and 

Geography). Accordingly, various documents were reviewed for their content regarding vo-

cational education and tourism in order to supplement and secure the knowledge. Both the 

interviews and the different documents complete the picture of vocational education in the 

tourism sector in Mexico, since this study uses different data sources (triangulation) (Bowen, 

2009).
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4 Presentation of the Findings for Cooperation Between   

 Learning Venues in Cancún

In order to answer our research question, the cooperation between learning venues in the 

hotel industry in Cancún is presented first. Since it is an exploratory study, the findings of the 

study will be presented before they are discussed in the following part (section 5) and there 

assigned to the three principles.

First, the decision regarding learning venues cooperation lies with the local hotels; they 

are not influenced by the headquarters. The learning venues cooperation exist between the 

hotels and the vocational school as well as between the hotels and the universities in order 

to provide dual approaches. Only if contracts persist between the hotels and the vocational 

training organizations, learners can gain practical learning in the hotels. On the one hand, 

the vocational school offers a Mexican dual system (MMFD). MMFD means that apprentices 

learn both in vocational schools and in companies (BIBB, 2015). Over half of the learning 

content are vocational subjects (Kis et al., 2009). In particular, companies and vocational 

schools play a significant role in training of learners. In the companies at least one person is 

responsible for the coordination of the learners and employees (called tutors), who should 

show the work to be done to the learners. Also, the vocational schools have on the one hand 

teachers who teach the contents and on the other hand a person who is in close contact with 

the companies (e.g. SEMS, n.d.). In Cancún, the vocational school, which can be assigned 

to the secondary school level, offers two training courses in the tourism sector, each las-

ting three years. During the first two years, apprentices are taught entirely at the vocational 

school, in the final year they spend four days a week in companies and one day at vocational 

school. The dual training is carried out for the apprentices in areas with rather low formal 

qualification requirements, such as assistant cook. At the end of the MMFD, the learners also 

receive their high school diploma in Cancún, through which they can enter university.

On the other hand, there are learning venues cooperation between the hotels and the 

universities. The local universities offer tourism related courses of study such as tourism 

 management, which send interns for practical phases. The internships for students who also 

have English language skills, for example, take place at stations such as the reception, and 

other areas with direct customer contact. This allows a distinction to be made between voca-

tional schools, providing apprentices for entry level occupations and universities providing 

interns for middle-level positions.

4.1 Building and Maintaining Shared Purposes and Goals

The interviewees mention principles that are important for cooperation between learning 

venues and which will be described in detail in the following. Firstly, it should be noted that 
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the two actors (hotels and educational organizations (vocational school, university) have dif-

ferent interests and motives in relation to the vocational training, which is why it is important 

to set common goals. As already mentioned, there is a significant increase in the number of 

hotels in Cancún. Therefore, hotels are looking for skilled workers, which educational orga-

nizations are trying to prepare for their future professional life. Due to the shortage of skilled 

workers, both of the actors (hotels and educational organizations) not only have a common 

challenge but also a common objective, which is why they establish contact with each other. 

For example, hotel interviewees point out that practical training units prepare learners better 

for the future. According to one business-related authority the entire region becomes more 

competitive due to training measures. However, in spite of a common goal, own interests can 

also be pursued. The vocational training organizations have got their own motives such as the 

preference for larger local hotels:

"We are looking for large hotels that are recognized nationally and internationally. We want them 

because of their experience in the hotel business. So, we look for these hotels so that the learners 

have the opportunity to belong to a large, recognized hotel and that is what we look for too." 

( Educational Organization 1)

In addition to the educational organizations, the hotels also have their own motives. Some 

human resources managers emphasize their own, and the hotel's commitment to the training 

during the practical phases. Other interviewees express interest in the fact that the appren-

tices and interns represent a reserve pool for later recruitment needs. Still others openly 

admit that the apprentices and interns are cheap labor for the company. Almost none of the 

hotels pay a salary to the apprentices and students, apart from food, uniforms, and transport 

 expenses. In contrast, students are obliged to pay their study fees.

Despite the different individual interests of the actors such as the hotels and the educatio-

nal organizations, the vocational training for the students can only be implemented when the 

actors cooperate and pursue the common goal, as it is done in this example, by concluding 

contracts. The pursuit of a common idea is regarded as an essential principle, and the ideas of 

the two actors must therefore be in harmony.

4.2 Building and Maintaining Relations With Partners

Several interview partners point out the significance of communication between the coope-

ration partners. Face-to-face or other channels of communication can promote exchange 

between the hotels and educational organizations. The actors for example connect through 

messaging services such as Skype, telephone and regular meetings. Communication can be 

used as a tool in order to achieve a common goal and to sort out the contracts between the 
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hotels and the educational organizations. Also, through communication positive results can 

be achieved for all concerned:

"That there is always communication, that we can always have a meeting […]. As long as there is 

that part of communication, we can get better results from each member." (Hotel 1)

Through communication the actors can also agree on common objectives and all players 

can be informed of what is expected of them. For example, several hotels argue that they are 

reluctant to accept apprentices and interns for the practical phase in their companies for less 

than three months, because it would not be worthwhile. In their opinion, learners can gain 

more insight over a longer period of time.

4.3 Building and Maintaining Partnership Governance and Leadership

Not only the possibility of communication must be available, but also the areas of responsi-

bility must be clearly established in order to be able to conclude contracts. Therefore, each 

cooperation partner should know what role they have in the cooperation. For  example, 

two companies argue that learners in educational organizations need to be prepared for 

the  business environment. In this context they should be taught the seriousness of practi-

cal  learning, where the focus is once again shifting to communication in order to generate 

such coordination and avoid contract cancellations. Through the meetings, the vocational 

education organizations can ask what the hotels expect from the teachers. Only through 

communication can cooperation be successful, such as the training of a skilled worker. One 

 interviewee describes this as follows:

"The communication between [Educational Organization] and hotel, working together to have a 

better product that, in this case, is the learner. That the learner goes well prepared to the hotel so 

that the hotels tell us: 'This is the perfect learner. This is what I need for my hotel'. So, I think that 

communication is the most important thing." (Educational Organization 1)

At the same time, this quote illustrates the responsibility of vocational training providers to 

prepare learners accordingly. This highlights the importance of the reports that provide in-

formation to the vocational education organizations. In these reports persons responsible for 

the learners in the hotels note the state of the learners as well as cases of inadequate student 

behavior. The training organizations receive the reports about once a month. This implies 

that a good preparation of the learners in the vocational education organizations is of a high 

priority in Cancún. As a result, the learners are no longer accepted for practical phases in 

their hotels, if the hotels are not satisfied with the "product":
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"Maybe these learners did not behave in the right way and then there is a problem. Because if a 

learner does not behave in the right way and provoke a situation inside the hotel that is not the 

right one, then we can cancel the training." (Hotel 2)

The hotels can terminate the contracts quite easily because they can train their employees 

independently. The hotels allow their employees a high degree of upward mobility through 

their own training offerings, which means that not every hotel relies on cooperation partners.

Nevertheless, a vocational training organization expresses the need for a division of res-

ponsibilities between the cooperation partners of the learning venues. According to this, the 

aspect of governance seems particularly important for vocational training organizations:

"The other scheme is operational work, collaboration: Neither can we leave all the responsibility 

to the hotel for the formation of the student, nor should the hotel leave it to us. It is a matter of 

collaboration and balance." (Educational Organization 2)

Besides, the interviews also show that the contracts between the hotels and the vocational 

training organizations mainly include the legal aspects, for example, what happens when a 

learner has an accident at work or that the learners continue to have a pupil or student status. 

The contracts convey less of the contents. In the hotels, the department heads of the respec-

tive stations are responsible for the learners. Therefore, the department heads decide which 

practical skills are taught to the learners.

5 Discussion of the Findings

In the following, the findings from the previous section will be assigned to the three princip-

les of Billett et al. (2007), which are in focus. The findings are thus structured according to 

the three selected principles. As the following shows the findings are related to the theoretical 

framework presented in chapter two.

5.1 Building and Maintaining Shared Purposes and Goals

In order to present the aspect of common objectives precisely, a separation of two different 

perspectives concerning the actors is crucial. On the one hand the focus can only be on the 

same group or type of actors (different hotels), and on the other hand between the different 

types of actors (educational organizations versus hotels). This distinction highlights differen-

ces which have an influence on the setting of common objectives. 

If the hotels in Cancún alone are considered, it can be concluded that even though the 

great demand for skilled labor in the tourism industry is obvious, the hotels do not enter 

into agreements among themselves to train skilled workers jointly. Due to the strong local 
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competition, the hotels are afraid that their staff will move away. This is also illustrated by the 

following quotation: 

"As here is a lot of supply, the workers suddenly say: 'They will pay me 300 pesos more or 200 pesos 

more over there. […] I'm going because they're going to pay me more there'." (Hotel 2)

Consequently, the liberal labor market with little regulation, a high rate of labor-turnover, 

and the risk of poaching (Mohrenweiser et al., 2013; Muehlemann & Wolter, 2011) not only 

has an influence on the setting of common goals. Due to the high level of competition, hotels 

do not seem to pursue common goals among themselves. This indicates that the hotels do not 

cooperate with each other in this respect.

However, if the aspect of common goals between various groups of actors is examined, 

a different result emerges. The individual hotels and the vocational training organizations 

both have an interest in skilled workers, so that the common goal is found. This goal in 

particular may become more important in the future, as more hotel zones are being built 

around the city, which means that more skilled workers are needed. Only when the potential 

cooperation partners realize that they will benefit from more intensive cooperation, more 

specific measures can be identified and implemented. There are a lot of hotels entering into 

partnerships with vocational training organizations in order to train skilled workers together. 

Therefore, if the different groups of actors are at the center, the results of Billett et al. (2007) 

can be confirmed. The different interests can be pursued together because they harmonize 

with the common goal. Thus, hotels get skilled workers and vocational training organizations 

have got more learners, who in turn pay tuition fees.

In addition, the community can also be mentioned as another actor that aims to promote 

regional development. Cooperation between learning venues can enable this goal. Finally, 

the entire region can benefit from the common goals of different players (Porter, 1998). Thus, 

the definition of common goals between the actors is crucial. The insight of the involvement 

of different actors should be understood in the further course of the work in relation to 

 common goals.

5.2 Building and Maintaining Relations With Partners

A difference to the study by Billett et al. (2007) can be seen with regard to the principle of 

"building and maintaining relations with partners", because it seems that communication in 

particular, stands out as an important principle. Common goals for the different actors can 

only be set through communication. Vocational training organizations in particular require the 

exchange of information with the hotels, as this enables them to prepare learners  accordingly. 

Consequently, vocational training organizations especially are dependent on knowing what 

the hotels expect from them. Discussions can set out the expectations. Therefore, our results 
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suggest that Callan and Ashworth's (2004) statement that communication between actors is 

important is confirmed. Likewise, the necessity of local buzz is evident (Bathelt et al., 2002).

In Cancún, vocational training organizations seem to depend more on the contracts with 

the hotels, because only in this way are practical phases possible. For this reason, perceived 

challenges must also be communicated so that both actors can act. Billett et al. (2007) cite 

mutual respect as one key to fostering the relationship. In Cancún, this respect is only per-

ceptible to a certain extent, since, for example, legal contracts can be concluded quickly, but 

at the same time can be revoked easily. Likewise, the appreciation of partial successes is not 

mentioned. Therefore, all forms of communication seem to gain in importance. 

Tynjälä (2008) writes with regard to relationship between schools and companies: "It is 

important that school-based and work-based learning enter into a closer relationship" (p. 

150). This is possible if there is a stronger link between companies and vocational training 

organizations. Accordingly, communication may be essential if relationships between part-

ners are to be strengthened (Kanter, 1994). The findings therefore indicate that the relations 

between cooperation partners are probably not very close. It should be examined whether 

more commitment from the actors is required (Gessler, 2017a) or how the relationship can 

be further strengthened.

5.3 Building and Maintaining Partnership Governance and Leadership

With regard to the principle of "building and maintaining partnership governance and lea-

dership", further conclusions become evident if we focus on the case of Cancún. First of all, 

it becomes obvious that there is no partnership-based action between the hotels and the edu-

cational organizations. The hotels are in a dominant position because there are about 1,000 

hotels on site, which are in competition with each other. Therefore, there is cost pressure on 

the part of the hotels in order to remain competitive. Hence, they can also quickly terminate 

contracts with vocational training organizations, if, for example, the learners do not behave 

according to expectations. The contracts indemnify the hotel if the students are involved in 

an accident at work. In addition, the hotels ensure that the learners are not employees and 

that they maintain their learner status. Thus, the hotels do not have to pay the learners a 

salary. There is also no clear outline of what the learners should learn where. From these re-

marks, it is evident that the cooperation between learning venues in Cancún is not a matter of 

partnership; because hotels can train their own employees completely, and an employee can 

advance from dishwasher to director, it is obvious that the vocational training organizations 

are dependent on the hotels whereas hotels are not dependent on the training organizations 

to the same extent. The responsibility is therefore not shared equally.

Since the dual training system is still quite young, and has only been implemented in 

recent years, the understanding of the other roles may need to be sharpened. Accordingly, 
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a common consensus would have to be developed in the future to define the various roles. 

 Furthermore, it is not quite clear how the goal of training skilled workers by the different 

actors is to be achieved. Possibly this is a further point of view, which must be considered in 

more detail in the future. However, studies already show that even in Germany equal part-

nerships with regard to cooperation between learning venues do not exist to any large extent 

(Fürstenau et al., 2014; Gessler, 2017a); thus, this aspect is not unique to Cancún.

Contrary to an earlier study (Baum, 2002), the different actors in Cancún are not depen-

dent on each other. Rather, our data show that the willingness of companies is particularly 

important in order to enter into cooperation. If more companies are motivated, for  example 

by vocational training organizations taking greater account of the needs of companies ( Billett, 

2000), then the aspect of governance can become more relevant. For this reason, vocational 

training organizations have a primary responsibility towards learners in Cancún.

In summary, it can be concluded that the most important principles for successful co-

operation between learning venues are that the different actors have common goals and that 

there should be good communication between the cooperation partners. It is also apparent 

that the governance aspect between hotels and educational organizations is not yet strongly 

developed in Cancún. In addition, however, it also becomes evident that hotels are reluctant 

to set common goals with other hotels because of the fear of losing employees.

It can be concluded that this study provides some indications not only for Cancún, but for 

tourism in Mexico, and, for example, for further regions in Latin America. But the transfer 

of findings can only be done very cautiously, as country and local specifics have to be taken 

into account, which, however, cannot be discussed here. In general, the findings show and 

literature underlines that cooperation between learning venues can contribute to improve 

local skill formation systems (Mitchell, 1998). Recently, companies have successfully star-

ted cooperation between learning venues with both universities and vocational schools (e.g. 

Graf & Powell, 2017; Pilz, 2017; Valiente & Scandurra, 2017). But efforts are always needed 

to strengthen collaborations (Thelen, 2004). In particular, maintaining relationship as well 

as maintaining partnership governance are central if collaborations are to be successful in 

the future. For this reason, actors must rely on a variety of mechanisms to achieve common 

goals.

6 Conclusion

The results indicate that the cooperation of the different actors, which the paper considered 

very important at the beginning on the basis of the previous research findings, is also of cen-

tral importance in the empirical case. In particular, the findings show that certain principles 

are needed. The definition of common goals by the different players, as well as the commu-

nication between the hotels and the vocational training organizations, are both necessary 
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for successful cooperation between learning venues. Furthermore, it seems that there are 

no complex governance structures. This is particularly due to the fact that hotels are in a 

stronger position, and dominate the vocational training organizations. It may be important 

to point out that the state has little influence because the government sets only basic stan-

dards. In particular, the state seems to have little influence on the curricula in detail or the 

contractual arrangements for learners, so that the hotels have a powerful role. Consequently, 

the constellation of actors must be considered in order to obtain more information about 

cooperation in Cancún (Emmenegger et al., 2019).

As a result of our study in Cancún, we assume that cooperation between learning venues 

is advantageous not only for the entire region, but also for the hotels, vocational schools and 

universities. Hotels can select their future staff from the pool of learners, and vocational 

education organizations can offer these training courses. The interviewees state that learners 

benefit from such cooperation because they gain practical experience. Nevertheless, we do 

not exclude on the basis of these results, that other successful training arrangements may also 

exist (e.g. Gessler, 2017b; Peters, 2019).

Specifics in other regions and industries may influence the actions of actors, so different 

principles may be needed for successful collaborations. Accordingly, external factors must 

be considered. External factors are country-specific contextual influences which can have 

an impact on the training measures of companies. For example, external factors such as the 

local labor market or connectivity to the vocational school system must also be considered 

(Vogelsang & Pilz, 2021) in order to determine the required principles. As a consequence, it 

is important to identify the necessary principles before attempting to bring about a coope-

ration in order to make it successful. Amery (2000) describes this as follows: "Organizations 

might wish to consider ways to foster partnership working, such as joint training initiatives 

with partner organizations or professional groups […]. It will be important to identify those 

factors that enable sustained commitment to working together" (p. 30). It is therefore evident 

that each partnership needs different principles in order to be sustained, but which must be 

agreed upon. By identifying the necessary principles, partnerships can exist in the long term, 

because the actors are satisfied with the cooperation (Anderson & Narus, 1990). Thus, the 

cancellation of cooperations can be prevented.

However, there are limitations in our study, as only ten expert interviews were conducted, 

in one city. It should be pointed out that Cancún is a special tourist region, so the state-

ments should be considered with caution. Therefore, further research is needed to investigate 

whether similar results would be achieved in other regions. Similarly, a long-term study can 

identify whether, for example, other necessary principles are relevant. Further research is also 

necessary with a view to a broader network. This raises the question of whether governance 

in a larger network should be given greater importance.
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Findings: It has been found that the topic on non-academic work is often associated with 

informality. Moreover, the representations and narratives in cultural artefacts often show 

that non-academic work, apart from office work, is physically challenging but cognitively 

undemanding. In terms of access to a company, social networks seem to have enormous 

relevance. Hierarchies seem rigid and opportunities for promotion limited. However, nar-

ratives with more positive attributions regarding non-academic work can also be identified, 

which state that young people experience a habitus transformation through work.

Conclusion: Nevertheless, non-academic work in Mexico seems to lack prestige, which 

may affect young people's educational and career aspirations and choices. This could mean 

that those who can afford it prefer to pursue a career in tertiary education rather than opt 

for a TVET programme. At the macro level, the mentioned lack of prestige could hamper 

 attempts to offer such programmes.

Keywords: Vocational Education and Training, VET, Non-Academic Work, Artefacts, Social 

Representation, Mexico, Culture

1 Non-Academic Work From a Culturally Informed Perspective

Educational politics often seem to target mainly academic education and university degrees. 

However, the productivity of a society also – and literally – lies in the hands of blue-collar 

workers and administrative staff. In this article, labour in production, agriculture, health, 

tourism and other services or administration which require competences not acquired in 

universities, will be subsumed under the umbrella term of non-academic work. There is a lot 

of evidence that Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) investment pays 

off, not only in terms of social effects and increased efficiency of economies, but also in terms 

of individual wages (Almeida et al., 2015; Icardi, 2021; OECD, 2019). Nevertheless, when 

it comes to formal educational and career aspirations, non-academic labour is sometimes 

perceived as a second-best choice. Young people and their families in many South American 

countries show little inclination for vocational training and artisan careers. Also, for Mexico, 

the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2019) reports that 

despite the potential of TVET programmes mentioned above, the enrolment rate in vocatio-

nal programmes at upper secondary level is only 38.2%, below the OECD average of 45.7%. 

This phenomenon, sometimes labelled as white-collar syndrome, may lead to serious mismat-

ches between educational systems and labour market, and hence has severe repercussions for 

economies, companies, and individuals (Almeida et al., 2015).

Often, biographical decisions are not very rational. We visualise our potential future based 

on fantasies, experiences and emotions, rather than figures and empirical projections. If edu-

cators and policymakers want to understand (and perhaps influence) educational decisions, 
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it is therefore necessary to understand culturally shaped and therefore irrational-seeming 

motives that underlie the decisions. This is especially important in a time when the power of 

family traditions in career choices seem to diminish in many communities.

The culturally anchored picture of normal work helps people to guide their career decisi-

ons and to coordinate their educational efforts. Normality assumptions provide the founda-

tion of how people look for work, integrate themselves into the world of labour, and submit 

to work requirements or defend themselves against unreasonable demands. In this way, the 

normality assumption of work is both the result of social action, and its guideline. Such cul-

tural patterns are "rooted in societies" (Becker, 2004; Giesecke & Wotschack, 2009), even 

though – as social phenomena – they can also be the subject of changes and social dynamics 

(with regard to Germany cf. e.g. the contributions to Behringer, 2004; Brose & Wohlrab-Sahr, 

2018 or Voß, 1998).

Assumptions about normality regarding labour are not only directed to specific working 

places or jobs (i.e. referring to the question of how it is to work as a plumber, electrician or 

nurse), they are also based on institutionalised structures and rules of labour markets. Our 

beliefs regarding the quality of a workspace, income, career chances, etc. depend on how 

normality of workspaces, income and career chances are constructed and passed on in insti-

tutionalised surroundings.

However, in the study presented here on social representations of work in Mexico which is 

part of the project entitled Cultural Practice of Non-Academic Work in Mexico (KuPraMex) 

supported by the German Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), we are keen to dig 

even deeper and to find out more about thoughts, beliefs, and emotions, which are culturally 

bound to certain non-academic jobs. We want to understand how people of the cultural con-

text of Mexico perceive non-academic work. In order to do so, in a first step we analyse cul-

tural artefacts such as films, murals, etc. because they belong to tangible culture of a society. 

We want to better understand the central core of social representations in Mexican society, 

especially of the youth, regarding non-academic work.

What contributions can such a culturally informed perspective bring to comparative vo-

cational education research on a scientific level? On first sight, this question does not seem 

very reasonable nowadays. Comparative vocational education research has been withdra-

wing from cultural topics since the turn of the millennium. In view of the globalisation of 

population movements and production sites, it seems more appropriate to focus less on con-

ditions and more on the results of vocational education and training: Competencies. Even 

before experts in Europe started to design, discuss, and coordinate a European competency 

framework, systems for the recognition of previously acquired competences and their clas-

sification into competency frameworks had been created in Chile, Argentina, Colombia and 

Mexico.
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The reasoning was compelling: If it no longer matters in which institution and in what peri-

od of time a competence is acquired, but only what a person knows and can do, then people 

could be appropriately allocated across system boundaries. Moreover, if competencies could 

become the one and most important currency in labour market, social borders – for example, 

between general and vocational education system or between informal and formal education – 

could also be overcome.

Despite its merits, the debates about competency frameworks had a completely unin-

tended effect: Comparative research into vocational education came out of focus due to the 

concentration on the output. In the 1980s and 1990s, there had been endeavours to analyse 

foreign systems of vocational education for shedding new light on one's own (see the fun-

damental considerations at Lauterbach, 1994; studies such as Georg, 1997; or the systemati-

sation at Deißinger & Frommberger, 2010). As well, research in Latin America such as Ar-

nold (1989), Clement (1999a), Greinert (1997), Lehner (1994), Wallenborn (2001) and Wolf 

(2011), was barely followed up. Studies on the informal sector (for a summary see Bayón, 

2008) were overshadowed by the promise that the competence orientation would overcome 

even these barriers between formal and informal sectors.

Since the euphoria regarding the competence frameworks has been slowly subsiding 

(Clement, 2016), comparative vocational researchers have been re-establishing the earlier 

traditions. For Latin America, more recent research restoring these traditions comprise, for 

example Clement and Oelsner (2016), Oelsner and Richter (2015), Schoenstedt-Maschke 

(2013), Sevilla (2017) and more specifically for Mexico, for example Cáceres-Reebs and 

Schneider (2013) as well as Wiemann (2018).

Nevertheless, the criticism of competence orientation has also left its mark on comparative 

educational research. If training and employment systems are analysed by describing institu-

tional structures (types of school, certificates, authorisation systems) and empirical data (la-

bour market, education), something essential is missing – this has become  increasingly clear. 

Sociological concepts such as the description of labour market regimes and governance, or 

psychological approaches, for example on professional identity or self-concept, indicate that 

there are also social connections beyond the level of institutions and structures that make 

the interaction between education and the labour market work. The complex  coordination 

between educational and career aspirations and selection, labour market and allocation, de-

mand and supply, norms, interests and emotions, state, private and individual action, etc. 

cannot be understood only by the precise description of structures. People do not make deci-

sions (e.g. when choosing a profession, selecting personnel, etc.) as the bottom line of a struc-

ture. Rather, they have socially shaped perceptions, normality assumptions, expectations and 

values based on their own culture, in which such structures (often shortened) are condensed 

and reflected, but not exhausted. In this way, a culturally informed perspective is highly pro-

mising for analysing non-academic work in a country like Mexico.
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2 Context of Young People in Mexico

Both conceptions of non-academic work and work itself are social constructions that develop 

in a socio-historical context. Currently, this topic has gained relevance in academic circles 

and in the world of work due to the profound transformations in organizational and techno-

logical changes that have been taking place. The causes of these changes are attributed to poli-

cies that favoured deregulation, flexibilization and the incorporation of new technologies. As 

a consequence of a successive implementation of the neoliberal model, young people are not 

only prevented from accessing an occupation or professional profile, but they enter the world 

of work in a globalized market characterized by uncertainty and instability and are exposed 

to high rates of unemployment and job insecurity today.

The choice of young people as the unit of analysis responds to the need not to fall into 

universalism when approaching the relationship between subjects and work. Youth is consi-

dered as a socio-cultural category, of which duration and characteristics are determined by 

the respective society. "[Y]outh and age are not self-evident data but are socially constructed, 

in the struggle between the young and the old" (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 95). Youth has become 

a focus of interest in social studies, and it represents a particularly interesting object of in-

vestigation in a society in which social representation of non-academic work seems to be 

reformulating. Whereas young people suffer from exclusion from parts of the labour market, 

many of them are forced to work at early age, also as a result of the conditions of poverty.

The main people affected by unemployment in Mexico are young people. Official numbers 

show that the majority of those who cannot find work are between 14 and 29 years. One tenth 

of young people are unemployed. The problem is aggravated by the fact that one out of four 

people in the country is young and young people represent one third of the economically ac-

tive population (EAP, calculated at 47 million 131 thousand 536 individuals) (INEGI, 2020). 

Due to low economic growth and insufficient labour market policies, the country could not 

effectively incorporate youth into the formal labour market. This leads to a loss of social and 

economic capital, and to young people being forced to work at young age and without social 

and labour protection, making them subject to precarious conditions.

This makes young people face various exclusion situations: Exclusion from the labour 

market due to the barriers they find; economic exclusion due to their inability to generate 

income; institutional exclusion due to the lack of support from state programs; cultural ex-

clusion due to the inability to live in accordance with socially accepted norms and values. 

In summary, working conditions can be assumed to have an impact on the significations of 

non-academic work among young people, taking into account that work is an activity that 

generates significance. The meanings attributed to work vary from one society to another and 

over time, since they are determined by historical, social and cultural variables.
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3 Non-Academic Work and its Social Representation as Fields  

 of Investigation

Economic research points out that labour markets and corporate actions should also be ana-

lysed against the background of socio-cultural differences. For example, Sagiv and Schwartz 

(2007) formulated that organisations are shaped by the societies around them, the personal 

values and priorities of their members, and the type of core tasks of the organisation. Came-

ron and Quinn (2006) developed their "Competing Values Framework" based on empirical 

studies on the characteristics of organisational culture and extensive factor analyses. Wolf et 

al. (2011) proposed an analytic scheme specifically related to the relationship between voca-

tional training and the labour market. It describes six dimensions (labour regime, labour law, 

technology, collective actors, social security, and institutional order), which helps to describe 

the work-cultural background of employment qualification.

Research and practice have acknowledged the importance of working individuals for or-

ganisational and business success for a long time. On the research side, evidence exists that 

a committed workforce that is more likely to engage in learning leads to improved business 

performance (Cillo et al., 2019), and other organisational performance indicators such as 

decreased turnover intention (Santhanam & Srinivas, 2019). Work identity, job satisfaction, 

competence acquisition, as well as commitment and engagement of blue-collar workers are 

critically connected to the societally shared and culturally anchored picture of their jobs as 

well as the employment-structuring institutions such as recruitment regimes, remuneration 

schemes and control systems (Pries, 2010).

In this light, the subject of analysing social representations of non-academic work in 

 Mexico through various forms of cultural artefacts gains its particular relevance not only for 

TVET research but also organisational research and business practice. Understanding the 

cultural and institutional underpinning of blue-collar jobs may help workers engage in tech-

niques of self-affirmation (Elsbach, 2003) that enhance their cognitive performance and their 

decision-making (Hall et al., 2014). At the same time, knowledge about the ideas and cultural 

significance workers hold about the jobs they carry out may guide organisations and mana-

gers in facilitating so-called holding environments; such holding-environments provide psy-

chological safety and may help workers cope with threats of financial insecurity, harassment 

and other assaults to a person’s integrity and dignity (Kahn, 2001). Finally, cultural analyses 

of blue-collar jobs, together with the work relations they are embedded in, may inform effec-

tive control and appraisal systems that lead to worker motivation and empowerment rather 

than a dichotomy of compliance or resistance (Curchod et al., 2019), both of which do not 

entail worker engagement in their jobs.
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4 Social Representations and the Relevance of Cultural Artefacts

The aim of the BMBF-funded project KuPraMex is to find out which collectively shared ima-

ges, conceptions, ideas and knowledge concerning non-academic work dominate in Mexican 

society, composed of individuals of all ages. However, the focus in this context is primarily 

on young people who are before or in transition to working life and must make educational 

and career choices in line with their collectively shared ideas, images, values and cultural 

significance.

It is precisely these collectively shared ideas, images, meanings and values that are closely 

associated with the concept of culture. The first definition of the term culture at the end of the 

19th century, made by Tylor (1891, p. 1), states that culture "in the broad ethnographic sense, 

is that complex whole which includes knowledge, beliefs, art, morals, law, customs, and all 

other habits and capacities acquired by man as a member of society", i.e. the tangible and 

 intangible manifestations of society. The conceptualisation of the term has since been dis-

cussed in numerous disciplines1 . The differentiation between tangible and intangible culture 

leads us to recognise the symbolic character of culture, in which symbols and meanings are 

the framework of social action and according to Geertz (1973, p. 89) culture is understood 

as "a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men 

communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes towards life", as 

to say "a web of meanings". The analysis of culture must therefore be an interpretative science 

in search of these meanings, which for us are expressed through cultural artefacts and the 

social representations that society develops precisely about them.

In this respect, the concept of social representations – introduced into social psychology 

by Moscovici in the early 1960s – proves to be particularly valuable. This is because, as the 

following citation shows, the concept focuses on the elementary form of social knowledge 

(Araya Umaña, 2002; Schützeichel, 2007):

"Social representations […] concern the contents of everyday thinking and the stock of ideas that 

gives coherence to our religious beliefs, political ideas and the connections we create as spontane-

ously as we breathe. They make it possible for us to classify persons and objects, to compare and 

explain behaviours and to objectify them as parts of our social setting" (Moscovici, 1988, p. 214).

Moscovici (1988) sees social representations as a component of social organisation that also 

frames the perception of individuals in relation to social structures and performative acts. 

The extent to which social reality is dependent on the particular framework of interpreta-

tion is made clear by the example of drug use. It can be perceived as a collapse of a fami-

ly or a religious ceremony, as in several Mexican indigenous cultures. Consequently, social 

1 See the article by Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) in which more than 164 definitions of the concept of culture were collected 
and summarised, as well as the discussion of the conceptualisation of the term culture in the context of indigenous cultures 
in Mexico by Mendoza et al. (2020).
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 representations are always context-dependent and expressing the cultural values, beliefs and 

symbols. In addition, they represent dynamic entities that are constantly updated by perfor-

mative acts. At the same time, social representations have a certain autonomy in the produc-

tion of meaning (Moscovici, 1988; Schützeichel, 2007). In other words, social representations 

to a certain extent lead "a life of their own" (Moscovici & Duveen, 2001). Moreover, social 

representations are attributed to the function of transforming the unknown into the familiar: 

The so-called process of "anchoring" (Moscovici, 1988; Araya Umaña, 2002).

Considering the fact that the concept of social representations unites pairs of opposites, it 

sometimes seems paradoxical. Social representations are stable with simultaneous instability, 

rigid and fluid, etc., which is why Abric (1993) divides them into a central core and periphe-

ral elements. The peripheral elements refer to those aspects of social representations that 

are characterised by flexibility and mobility. Consequently, peripheral elements are directly 

related to an individual’s experiences, and constitute an interface between the outside world 

and the central core. At the same time, they act as protective shields, preventing the central 

core, to a certain extent, from change. For example, repetitive experiences or profound im-

pacts that deviate from the central core may change it. In general, however, the central core 

of social representations is characterized by relative stability2.

However, the concept is not limited exclusively to those social representations "which 

are formed by the medium of language" (Schützeichel, 2007, p. 451; translation by the au-

thors), but increasingly considers visual knowledge as well as the material world and the 

artefacts existing in it (Moscovici, 1988; Schützeichel, 2007). Artefacts are objects that are 

created, used, or modified by means of human action (Lueger & Froschauer, 2018). In other 

words, "artefacts as materialized products of human action [...] embody objectivations of 

social relations and social conditions; they represent the activities by which they were crea-

ted" (Lueger, 2010, p. 92; translation by the authors). Accordingly, artefacts are – consciously 

or unconsciously – placed in the material world by humans and form part of the tangible 

culture. However, their creation does not remain without consequences in the social world 

either but has an effect on the thoughts and interaction of individuals as externalisation of 

humans (Lueger, 2010; Lueger & Froschauer, 2018). Consequently, people live in a material 

world, which is partly created by them, but also influences their social world and vice versa 

(see following figure).

2 Against the background of the relatively stable constitution of the central core, Abric (1993) recognizes a certain connectivity 
to the approach of collective memory. According to Erll (2017), this concept has become one of the most widely discussed 
in cultural studies memory research. Assman’s (1988) concept of collective memory is constituted by communicative and 
cultural memory. In this context, however, the approach of collective memory will not be discussed further.
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Figure 1: Reciprocity Between Individuals and Artefacts  

(own elaboration according to Abric, 1993)

Given the demonstrated interaction between social representations and produced artefacts, 

the social relevance of artefacts is undeniable. Accordingly, social distinction can be esta-

blished through dress codes, value systems or the meaning of non-academic work can be 

manifested in different types of cultural artefacts. Given their prominent social relevance, the 

inclusion of artefacts in social analyses is important. Even more, a broader understanding of 

culture and society is only possible through a combination of language-based methods, like 

interviews, and artefact analysis (Lueger & Froschauer, 2018). A study of cultural artefacts 

can provide clues to the patterns as well as the central core of social representations of a 

 society composed of individuals of all ages. This was done for the cultural context of Mexico. 

The methodological approach will be described in the following section.



99Clement, García Fuentes, Gold, Hunink, Raesfeld

5 Methodical Approach

The artefact analysis proceeds along four phases (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Working Process of the Artefact Analysis (own elaboration)

In the first phase, a pre-selection of cultural artefacts as social representations of non- 

academic work took place. In the context of this study, cultural artefacts are primarily under-

stood as those that transport narratives or forms of representation of non-academic work, 

such as films, murals, songs, etc.; however, tools from working contexts are not considered 

as cultural artefacts. The search was not limited to a specific type of cultural artefact because 

there was ex-ante uncertainty about whether and to what extent the topic of non-academic 

work could be found in artefacts. In this regard, Mexican film rankings, studies, etc. were 

included. For example, based on the 2017 study Estudio de Consumo de Medios y Dispositivos 

entre Internautas Mexicanos3 (IAB, 2017), the artefact type of Memes was also included in the 

analysis. The cultural artefacts found were screened to see if they contained representations 

of work. So far, 77 artefacts have been sighted, which, after a pre-selection within the interna-

tional research group, were subjected to further investigation and discussion to ensure that 

only artefacts significant for the purpose of the study were analysed, leading to the second 

phase of artefact analysis.

In the second phase of work, the artefacts to be analysed were narrowed down further. 

Thus, not only non-academic work in general should be represented, but particularly the 

areas of administration, gastronomy, tourism, and metallurgy. This is in line with Lueger 

and Froschauer (2018), who postulate that the selection of artefacts must be significant for 

answering the research question. Another criterion is related to the production of the respec-

tive artefact. Accordingly, a person originally from Mexico (or someone intimately familiar 

with Mexico) had to have produced the artefact; this was to ensure that the representation 

of non-academic work was framed according to the cultural context. Other selection criteria 

that were applied to the analysis material are listed below, whereby these can partly occur in 

combination, but must at least be contained individually.

3 Study of media consumption and devices between Mexican Internet users (IAB,2017)
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The artefact:

 – Has a certain reach,

 – Recurs in other contexts (recurrence),

 – Has intertextual passages,

 – Is up-to-date, or

 – Occupies a place in the collective memory.

After filtering the 77 artefacts according to these criteria, 44 remained. Table 1 gives an 

 overview over the types of artefacts included into the analysis.

Table 1: Types of Analysed Artefacts (own elaboration)

Artefacts Category Total

Movies Comedy

Drama

8

Documentaries Cultural 5

Series Comedy 7

Literary novels Drama 4

Memes Urban Myths 
Parody 
Mexican culture

3

Songs Ranchera/Cumbia 
Hip-pop

2

Murals History 8

Monument Historical 1

Blog Cultural 1

Talk-show Cultural 1

Compendium Proverbs Cultural 1

Essay Books 2

Tele-Novela Drama 1

Total 44

Due to diversity and heterogeneity of artefacts, it was necessary to develop different analysis 

patterns in the third phase. In this respect, the elaboration of the analysis patterns was guided 

by the key questions proposed by Lueger and Froschauer (2018) regarding the artefact's con-

ditions of existence, the everyday contextual embedding of the meaning, distanced structural 

and descriptive analyses. Furthermore, reference was made to the German concept of Beruf, 

which served as a contrast to non-academic work (Clement, 1999b; Kutscha, 2008; Matthes 
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& Vicari, 2018), also making reference to Pries' (2010) conceptual reflections on the field of 

gainful employment. The comparison of non-academic work with the aforementioned German 

concept revealed differences that formed the starting point for generating specific  questions that 

were added to the analysis pattern. In addition, depending on the type of artefact, we  borrowed 

from other disciplines in some cases. For example, art scientific methods offered an adequate 

frame for analysing and interpreting e.g. murals (Held & Schneider, 2007). Figure 3 depicts an 

example of an analysis pattern for cinematic material. Finally, in the third phase, the analysis 

was done on the basis of the developed patterns.

Title:

Author:

Year:

Genre:

Entire Duration:

Exact Location of Finding:

Is work somehow a subject of discussion/ visualised in the material?

Which sectors (e.g. tourism, gastronomy, metal technology, administration, etc.) are focused in the material?

Describe the scene or the scenes referring to the following questions/topics!  
(always mention the exact minute and duration for every scene)

Work Tasks 
What does the person do? 
What kind of problems is she or he facing?  
How significant/critical are these problems for others/for society?  
What is the risk/the worst outcome if problem solution fails?

Who has interests in solving/not solving the problem? Who is involved in the working process?

How are the Work Tasks structured? 
(Highlight the appropriate term)

Holistic
Complex
Problematic Task
Contextualised
Secially Relevant

Competencies 
Which knowledge does the working person show? 
What is she or he able to do? How are skills described or visible? 
On the base of which external signs/symbols do others recognize the competencies of this person? 
Where does the know-how or skills find limits?

Habitus 
What is the working person proud of? 
How does their identity get visible? 
Which conditions/communication form does he or she accept? Which not? 
Which physical, verbal or physical expression does the identity of the working person show? 
Which traditions become visible?

Working Conditions 
Which context conditions are visible, e.g. in terms of recruitment, pay, contractual basis, employment status, hierarchical position, 
promotion opportunities, gender etc.?

Institutions 
Which institutions does the working person belong to? Which memberships are shown?

Figure 3: Example of an Analysis Pattern for Cinematic Material (own elaboration)

Fragmented 
Simple 
Routinized 
Standardised 
Exploitation Interest
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The perception of each individual (i.e. the subjective constructions of reality) is dependent 

on cultural as well as social positions and other factors such as age, gender, etc., while these 

aspects are hardly reflected in everyday life. There is a term in the scientific field that descri-

bes this phenomenon: Situatedness4 (Kleemann et al., 2009). However, the phenomenon of 

situatedness does not only affect individuals outside the field of science, but also researchers. 

Consequently, at least two members, male and female, of the project team conducted the 

analysis of each artefact.

The analysis in teams of two was followed by the fourth phase, in which the processed 

patterns of analysis were discussed. Five to seven people regularly took part in the research 

group setting5, with at least half of the participants coming from the respective cultural con-

text, while the rest were from outside the context. In this way, blind spots resulting from 

situatedness could be eliminated or at least mitigated (Kleemann et al., 2009). Within the 

research group, narratives were reflected and hypotheses about the social representations of 

non-academic work were discussed and scrutinized. The assumption was that repetitive nar-

ratives, behaviours, etc. refer to socially shared knowledge and thus expose the central core 

of social representations.

6 Findings

Based on the analysis of our sample of 44 artefacts, we present and discuss its findings through 

a selection of cultural artefacts that have proved particularly telling regarding the perception 

of non-academic work in Mexico. The findings are presented along the categories of habitus, 

competences, and working conditions, as reflected in the analysis pattern (Figure 3). These 

three categories could be best illuminated by the analysis of our sample of cultural artefacts. 

Because of the findings' tentative and preliminary character, follow-on research will have to 

elaborate, corroborate, refute or refine them. 

For the category of habitus, it showed that everyday language gives many hints regarding 

social representations within Mexican culture. Known expressions and phrases result from 

a mix of cultures which have formed the idiosyncrasy of Mexicans over time. Mexicans use 

innumerable phrases to express all types of emotions and actions, although there are some 

expressions that are used more or less according to the social class or environment of a par-

ticular person. With good humour and typical eloquence, regardless of age, gender or race, 

Mexicans often express their views and perceptions with phrases that they only understand. 

The most recurrent and emblematic phrase to represent work in Mexico is chamba6; that is 

4 Original German term: Standortgebundenheit.

5  Besides the authors, Allistair Fritz López Mercado and Francisco Padilla Reyeros participate in this group. 

6 Chamba is used colloquially to call for a job in Central America, Ecuador and Mexico. One of the most widespread versions 
states that its origin dates back to the 1940s when the governments of Mexico and the United States reached a temporary 
agreement: Mexicans would go to work in U.S. fields, where men were scarce due to that country's participation in World War 
II. The treaty lasted from 1942 to 1964 (Ramos y Duarte, 1898). 



103Clement, García Fuentes, Gold, Hunink, Raesfeld

to say the Mexican is not going to work, "but is going to chamber", not looking for work, but 

looking for chamba. In contrast to the more physical and informal chamba, academic work 

may be connoted with self-fulfilment, autonomy, a better standing in the social and organi-

sational hierarchy or personal development. Meanwhile, non-academic labour in Mexican 

society is mainly seen as medium to survive in an often risky environment and is correspon-

dingly less prestigious. 

With respect to the positioning in the field of gainful employment, it becomes apparent 

that higher positions are, so to speak, hereditary and consequently tend to be reserved for 

individuals of higher social classes. In the film "Mirreyes vs. Godinéz", most employees, ex-

cept for the protagonist (a young hard-working deputy director), accept this logic. When 

the owner dies unexpectedly, the son – without ever having worked, not to speak of having 

worked in that particular company – becomes the managing director or, colloquially, the 

patrón7. There seems to be a heavenly given order of things that provides every human being 

their position. Good workers will humbly accept this position and place: "Dónde manda el 

capitán, no gobierna marinero8". The expression "ser ubicado9", is widespread and often been 

used to describe a person’s good character. In such a predetermined world, there is little point 

in being in a rush. "No hay que comprar el fuete, antes que el caballo10", and "no por mucho 

madrugar, amanece más temprano11".

Overall, the analysed artefacts indicate limited promotion opportunities. In this respect, 

individuals might feel resigned to a certain extent, which could have a demotivating effect. 

Especially non-academic work is perceived as a necessary, but laborious fact of life. Prover-

bial wisdom tells people to stay in their jobs even if it is linked to hardship, because having 

a job is precious in order to make ends meet. Even if payment is bad, the proverb says "Cu-

ando puedas trabajar, no lo dejes, aunque no te den lo que mereces12". This narrative is also 

taken up in other artefacts such as Roberto Bolaño's novel "Los Detectives Salvajes" and many 

of the analysed movies. As a result, the characters pursue the work activity out of material 

 constraints, which means a purely pragmatic perspective of work.

Humour is a very telling cultural expression; by breaking expectations and rules it gives us 

important hints about what those implicit regularities are. If Cantinflas (a very well-known 

Mexican comedian from the 1950/60s, deeply anchored in the collective memory) is shown 

as a person who constantly avoids work and only accepts it in economic crises, he will gain 

the sympathy of all the people who feel they work for the money and not much else. In the 

famous series of "El Chavo del Ocho" from the 1970/80s, one of the main characters, Don 

7 According to the Real Academia Española (2020), Patrón means; m. and f. Defender, protector. The word Patrón is culturally 
embedded in the Mexican context and is seen as a protector or paternal figure in companies.

8 Where the captain is ruling, the sailor will not.

9  Know what her or his place is.
10 You do not have to buy the fort before the horse.
11 No matter how early you get up, the sun won’t rise. 
12 If you can work, do not leave it, even if they do not give you what you deserve.
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Ramón, prefers to hide when the landlord comes to collect the rent rather than work and 

pay it off. Apart from the fact that it is an older series, the figure Don Ramón seems to be 

emblematic of the attitude and the avoidance of work. This is also illustrated by numerous 

Memes in circulation that take up this character in the light of such work topics. On the one 

hand, this fact underpins the assumption that some series, even though they are older, still 

have a certain actuality and are deeply anchored in the collective memory. On the other 

hand, it supports our thesis that the core of social representations on non-academic work are 

relatively stable and anchored in Mexican society, to which all age groups belong, also youth. 

Consequently, such cultural artefacts have descriptive and explanatory power with regard to 

the attitudes, thoughts and ideas of young people towards non-academic work.

While the character of Don Ramón is regarded with sympathy and a wide feeling of un-

derstanding, there are other people who avoid work, just because they can. In the more recent 

movies like "Nosotros los Nobles" or "Mirreyes vs. Godinez", it is clear that employment will 

be avoided, if social status allows it. Interestingly, there is an established term in Mexican so-

ciety for the rich children of the Mexican economic elite, as the second film suggests:  Mirreyes 

(meaning as much as my kings). The circulating narratives about the so-called Mirreyes tend 

to be negatively framed. Thus, they appear unpleasant, lazy and with a certain lack of em-

pathy towards less well-situated people. However, the narratives show a change at the point 

where there is a need for the Mirreyes to work seriously. Through the work, they experience 

the moment of catharsis, so to speak, because the Mirreyes discard their attitudes, a habitus 

transformation takes place, which causes a change in culturally embedded values. And in the 

end, they also show solidarity with people from lower social classes.

As for the category of competences, we identified that being diligent, skilled and expe-

rienced comes to be one well-recognised way to maintain dignity in work. Like in many 

European cultures, we find proverbs about the importance of practice and perseverance in 

learning a trade. "La práctica hace al maestro13" or "más sabe el diablo por viejo, que por diab-

lo14 ". Being competent in Mexican society also includes the ability to manage difficult situa-

tions, improvising and finding solutions in nearly impossible situations. Improvisation plays 

a prominent role in Mexico’s everyday life and work contexts. Films like "Grand Hotel I" or 

"Nosotros los Nobles" show with a lot of humour how Mexicans get out of difficult situations 

by accepting jobs, even in informality, and taking the most unlikely chances to improvise.

In terms of working conditions, many proverbs show physical work as demanding and 

dirty, in multiple ways comparing it with the duties of donkeys. In a society with a colonial 

background, which in important parts was shaped by large-scale agronomy and a sharp divi-

sion between landowners and workers, the strict hierarchies are still perceptible today. These 

crystallise in numerous artefacts, such as in the movies "Roma" or "Buenos días Acapulco". 

13 Practice makes the expert. 
14 The devil knows more from age than from being a devil. 
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However, other artefacts, such as the murals of the artist Diego Rivera, focus on egalitarian 

social utopias, which propagate the breaking up of these anachronistic social structures while 

at the same time heroizing the worker. This kind of representation, however, is directly rela-

ted to the ideology of the artist – he was an avowed communist.

Thus, despite some exceptions, strict hierarchies are evident in most artefacts. They also 

manifest themselves in the dressing habits of the people. In the cultural context of Mexico, 

however, the hierarchies also manifest themselves through the medium of language. This 

becomes clear from the colloquial terms patrón and peón. The term patrón, which is a tradi-

tional expression for a landowner, is even valid in the contemporary labour market, where 

almost every boss or company owner is still called patron.

In addition to the perceived hierarchies at the social and organisational level, it is striking 

that ascension within these is only possible, if at all, under difficulty. Moreover, filling higher 

positions within a company appears to be less based on meritocratic principles. Instead, it 

can be observed that the degree of kinship, including the for Mexican culture very important 

ritual kinship, described by Pries (2010) as compadrazgo-system, and gender play prominent 

roles. Another aspect which, up to a certain point, leads to promotion within the company 

seems to be the length of time they have been with the company. Consequently, the principle 

of seniority applies alongside the degree of kinship.

In Mexico, the culture of labour seems to be strongly embedded in social networks. A 

lot of proverbs about reciprocity and loyalty talk about favours. "Entre bomberos no se pisan 

las mangueras15" or "tú que sabes y yo que sé, cállate tú que yo me callaré16" are well known 

advices in Mexican society. The line between loyalty and complicity appears to be thin. Social 

networks also appear to be of immeasurable value in the recruitment and employment of 

personnel. In the novel "Los Detectives Salvajes" it is noticeable in various passages that a few 

characters in the novel tend to activate family, friends and/or acquaintances when looking 

for work. By means of social networks, the transition to a working relationship appears to be 

easier and more promising. The relevance of social capital on the threshold of employment 

seems to be enormously high. Furthermore, it is clear from the film "Nosotros los Nobles", 

for example, that the recommendations made mean double protection for the employer, as 

he or she has two contact persons at the same time. This increases social pressure and redu-

ces possible misconduct of the newly hired employee. The phenomenon of social pressure is 

visible in numerous scenes of this film. When the female character (formerly a rich daugh-

ter)  complains about the poor working conditions at the beginning of her employment, the 

person who recommended her holds her back. Furthermore, the recommender demands 

humility and gratitude for having given her a job in the first place that she has a job at all. 

She then rows back and accepts the poor working conditions. These are such that she recei-

15 Between firemen, you do not step on the hoses.
16 When you know and I know, you shut up and I'll shut up.
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ves no basic salary and works only on the basis of tips. There is also no written employment 

contract, which could indicate that this is a normality assumption regarding non-academic 

work in Mexico. Apart from the employment conditions mentioned above, the female film 

character is obliged to wear a work uniform. She dislikes this very much, as the women's 

uniform, unlike the men’s uniform, is quite provocative. This observation can also be made 

for other artefacts. According to this, differences between the sexes are manifested in terms 

of dress practices in the realm of work. For women, the principle of "sex sells" is therefore 

particularly common.

Besides the aforementioned dress practices, gender stereotypes play a strong role not only 

in cultural artefacts but also in Mexican everyday language. The frequent use of sexualised 

and sometimes cruel language to describe social positions or characterise situations, for ex-

ample as the colloquial terms chingón17 for good or chingada18 for bad – as the novel "El 

Laberinto de la Soledad" of Octavio Paz states – may bewilder foreigners strongly. In cultural 

artefacts about labour, women are often shown as physically attractive, but rather useless in 

their job, or – on the contrary – overly dedicated to work and by this way neglecting private 

lives and partnership. In the film "Loca por el Trabajo" a working woman is successfully pro-

moted, but harshly criticised of being too ambitious and "crazy for work". Although she is 

successful in her job and has achieved financial independence, she is considered a loser after 

her husband leaves her. This highlights the pressure on her to perform as perfectly as possible 

in all roles. This refers to her roles as a passionate wife, loving mother, etc. In view of these 

numerous demands, the protagonist can only fail. What is astonishing, however, is that her 

male former colleague, who works just as much as she does, is not abandoned by his wife and 

perceived as a winner.

7 Discussion and Conclusions

The assumption that cultural artefacts, through their omnipresence in the material world, 

shape the attitudes and social representations of people in a society, including those of young 

people, is the starting point for this study. At the same time, cultural artefacts can be under-

stood as reconstructions of reality that provide information about the patterns of percepti-

on of their producers. For this reason, one criterion for analysing the artefacts is that they 

were produced by people closely connected to the cultural context of Mexico. Interestingly, 

most of the analysed artefacts featuring forms of representation and narratives about non-

academic work were created almost exclusively by persons of male gender. For this reason, 

a predominantly male-framed perspective on the object of non-academic work opened up, 

which on the one hand can be read as a weakness of the artefact analysis conducted. On the 

17 Violator.
18 Violated.
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other hand, the low female presence in relation to the subject matter also reflects, in a certain 

way, the low participation of women in the formal labour market in Mexico. For example, 

according to OECD (2019), Mexican women are significantly less involved in formal employ-

ment than men. Moreover, females are significantly more likely to be neither enrolled in the 

education system nor in employment or training (NEET). Overall, the aspect of machismo 

prevalent in Mexico has not gone unnoticed in the forms of representation and narratives on 

non-academic work, as numerous artefacts contain and reproduce gender stereotypes.

As already described, it is assumed in this context that narratives and forms of represen-

tation in relation to non-academic work can give an indication of the cultural imprints and 

normality assumptions towards the object of study. Based on the findings presented here, it is 

possible to make some preliminary hypotheses about the social representations prevalent in 

Mexican society that affect the young population. For example, young people might perceive 

non-academic work as relatively unattractive because it is often informal, implying a lack of 

security, poor wages, etc. Furthermore, the representations and narratives show that, apart 

from office work, non-academic work is physically demanding but cognitively unchallen-

ging. In terms of access to a company and promotion, social networks seem to have enor-

mous relevance - the so-called compadrazgo-System (Pries, 2010) is often visible. Hierarchies 

seem rigid and opportunities for promotion limited. However, a narrative with more positi-

ve attributions regarding non-academic work can also be identified, which state that young 

people experience a habitus transformation through work. Nevertheless, non-academic work 

in Mexico seems to lack prestige, which could also have an impact on young people's edu-

cational and career aspirations and choices. This could mean that those who can afford it 

prefer to pursue a career in tertiary education rather than opt for a TVET  programme. At 

the macro level, for example, the aforementioned lack of reputation could hamper attempts 

to implement such programmes, even though the training programmes are seen as offering 

great potential at many levels (OECD, 2019).

With the help of artefact analysis, interesting insights into culturally anchored social re-

presentations can be gained, whereby the forms of representation of non-academic work 

become visible in different depths. Regarding the method, it can be said that artefact analysis 

seems to be a good way to approach a new field of work or an unknown cultural context. 

However, the representations and narratives refer to the perspective of those social actors 

who are in certain positions of power and can therefore make themselves heard in the chorus 

of cultural artefacts. In summary, artefact analysis offers an interesting approach to a research 

object, but like any method, it has limitations, which can, however, be partially overcome in 

combination with other methods such as biographical interviews.
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research has been proposed. Instead, most research has been limited to identifying speci-

fic country-related factors. By comparison, we propose a systematic approach to reviewing 

research on European VET policy, being well aware of the strengths and limitations of the 

proposed method and the results. Thus, this systematic review presents a substantial starting 

point and research agenda for further studies on this topic.

Keywords: Systematic Literature Review, Education Policy, Europe, VET, Pilot Study,  

Vocational Education and Training 

1 Introduction

In recent decades, VET policy and governance have attracted growing interest in internati-

onal and comparative studies, such as country case studies or cross-national comparisons. 

Some studies have addressed the internationalization of VET (Smith & Smith, 1999; Tran, 

2013), whereas others have examined the international transfer of VET (Euler, 2013; Me-

waldt, 2014). Further, some studies have focused on VET in Europe in general (e.g., with 

country reports provided by the Cedefop), with many of these addressing VET policy in 

relation to the Lisbon strategy (Ante, 2016; Walkenhorst, 2005). Some review articles have 

emerged in the past years, indicating a highly complex and fragmented field (Busemeyer & 

Trampusch, 2011; Li & Pilz, 2021). Although these studies have provided a partial overview 

of the field, it remains somewhat vague how such literature reviews were conducted me-

thodologically. Thus, despite mounting research on education policy (Bohlinger et al., 2016; 

Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2011) and attempts to systematize methodological and theoretical 

approaches to investigating governance and policy transfer in VET (Barabasch, 2010; Li & 

Pilz, 2021), few studies have examined the current state of research in the field by conducting 

systematic literature reviews (see for example, Caves et al., 2019).

Against a backdrop of the vast volume of literature, the aim of our pilot study was to apply 

a systematic literature review method in the field of international (in detail: European) VET 

research. We explored whether and subsequently how the method could be used to map the 

current state of research. To investigate the value and applicability of the systematic litera-

ture review in examining such research, we performed the methodological steps proposed 

by Gessler and Siemer (2020). In particular, we were concerned with reporting the process 

of applying a systematic literature review to research addressing European VET policy and 

assessing its practicability. To that end, we focused on the methods used and their applicabi-

lity, not on expanding the discourse on VET policy in Europe. The remainder of this paper 

proceeds as follows: First, we present the methods used in this study. Second, we report our 

pilot findings and explain the limitations of our review. Finally, we articulate the implications 

for future research.
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2 Methodology

The pilot study was undertaken as a systematic literature review using the methodology pro-

posed by Gessler and Siemer (2020). Inspired by systematic reviews in other fields (e.g., me-

dicine), this approach allows other researchers to replicate and update the literature by pro-

viding a transparent account of the reviewers' procedures (Booth, 2016; Hart, 2018; Moher et 

al., 2009). In accordance with Gessler and Siemer (2020, p. 104; see Table 4), the procedure of 

a literature review consists of the following four steps (Figure 1): 

1. Defining the scope (i.e., specifying the research problem and research question). 

2. Selecting data (systematic search and eligibility screening: Defining the sources and 

search terms, including the relevant research, and screening and reading the selected 

research to exclude ineligible research). 

3. Processing the data, involving critical appraisal (i.e., assessing the quality of the selected 

sources to exclude poor or inappropriate ones), analysis (i.e., selecting the relevant data 

from the different texts and critically evaluating the data extracted), and synthesis (i.e., 

synthesizing and reanalyzing the pooled data). 

4. Reporting the data (presenting the findings and discussing the conclusions and limita-

tions of the review).

We used four steps of the review process to create a review protocol to conduct the pilot 

study. In the following steps, we provide insights into our pilot results by reflecting on the 

application and suitability of the literature review method in our specific topic area. 

Figure 1: Steps of a Systematic Literature Review (adapted from Gessler and Siemer, 2020)
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2.1 Step 1: Defining the Scope

The pilot study focused on the European VET policy and aimed to identify relevant literature 

following a clear, sound methodological approach proposed by Gessler and Siemer (2020). 

Our aim was not to detail research on European VET policy in terms of comparative educa-

tion. However, this study provides an additional step in mapping the landscape and scope of 

research on European VET policy research, while applying and testing the methodology in 

a heterogeneous field. In particular, we sought to answer the following research questions:

1. What literature can be identified by applying a systematic literature review method of 

research on European VET policy? 

2. What are the main characteristics of the identified studies? 

3. Which research methodologies were followed in the selected studies? 

4. Which research topics can be identified from the studies? 

5. What are the strengths and limitations of the systematic literature review method applied 

to research on European VET policies?

2.2 Step 2: Selecting the Data

The literature search for the review, conducted from August to November 2020, involved 

 searching databases for relevant studies in peer-reviewed literature. We selected the following 

databases: Academic Source Complete (EBSCO), Web of Science (WoS), VOCEDplus, ERIC, 

and Scopus (all databases frequently used by researchers across various disciplines and men-

tioned by Gessler & Siemer, 2020). To search titles, abstracts, and keywords, we developed 

a search query by breaking the main topic down into search terms. We searched for "VET" 

or "vocational education and training"1 in combination with "polic*" (and other appropriate 

terms, e.g., "governance" or "system*", and "reform*"). We limited our search to English peer-

reviewed academic articles published from 2000 to 2020, being aware that there might be 

numerous non-English articles.2 We also restricted the document type to "journal articles" 

and used only sources that were available in full text.  In doing so, we attempted only a pilot 

1 In Europe, the common term for skills development in institutionalized pathways refers to "vocational education and trai-
ning" (VET). We are well aware that terms such as "industrial training", "work-based-learning", and "apprenticeship" are 
common in other contexts. However, as our focus is on policy and governance in vocational contexts in Europe, our main 
search focused on the terms "vocational education and training" either in combination or as single terms.

2 Our first attempt at the systematic literature review aimed at identifying meta-studies (meta-analyses), which presumably 
would have been in English only. However, because we could not identify any meta-studies addressing European VET policy 
or VET policy per se, we expanded our scope towards non-meta-studies but kept English as the sole language of publication.
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search of the literature (i.e., limited to most representative articles in peer-reviewed journals), 

not a comprehensive literature selection. 

Figure 2 represents the stages of selecting sources from the literature. First, the titles, 

abstracts, and keywords of the journal articles were scanned for any connection to our chief 

topic. All articles related to other fields (e.g., veterinarian research) were excluded. Of the 

remaining 75 articles, five duplicate articles (i.e., the same article indexed in different da-

tabases) were eliminated. After this initial check, we assessed the remaining articles in two 

stages. The first stage involved evaluating the abstracts based on predefined criteria. One 

author marked the articles of exclusion based on the criteria, which were double-checked by 

another author. Accordingly, 28 of the 70 articles were excluded. The second stage comprised 

evaluating the relevance of the full-text articles. Ultimately, 30 articles remained for further 

investigation.

Figure 2: Flow Diagram of Article Selection

To be included in the review (i.e., pilot study), the articles had to fulfill four criteria: 

1. Focus on research addressing the VET policy. Because we aimed at a comprehensive 

understanding of the topic, we did not exclude any research context and consciously in-

cluded all kinds of articles, regardless of their disciplinary perspective.
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2. Provide insights into the European context at national, international, and/or systemic 

levels. 

3. Include a clear description of the theoretical approach taken, or the methodology in the 

case of empirical studies. 

4. Be published in English in (double-blind) peer-reviewed journal articles from 2000 (i.e., 

commencing with the Lisbon Strategy) to 2020. 

2.3 Step 3: Processing the Data

The third step included critical appraisal, extracting relevant data, data analysis, and synthe-

sis. After identifying our main sources, selected articles were evaluated based on predefined 

criteria3 by two authors separately. Their individual results were discussed and agreed upon. 

Subsequently, a data extraction form was developed to process the data. To characterize 

the literature examined in our pilot review, chief characteristics were extracted from each 

study (i.e., authors, source, date of publication, and first author's country of residence), the 

study was summarized and research questions were noted. To analyze the articles, we first 

structured and classified them based on evident data (e.g., date of publication or journal 

background) and assessed their overall relevance in Microsoft Excel. Based on our research 

questions, we developed an overview of the themes emerging from the articles. For this pur-

pose, we analyzed the content based on their similarities and differences (Aveyard, 2010) on 

a broader level and grouped similar themes into main categories. After that, we developed 

a brief summary of the aim, approach, and major findings of each article and wrote a short 

statement on the findings. Finally, we undertook a critical discussion and systematization of 

the emerging themes.

2.4 Step 4: Reporting the Data

In the final step, a descriptive analysis of the sample and the characteristics of the articles 

were reported. To characterize the literature included in our review, we used six categories: 

(1) Date of publication, (2) first author's country of residence, (3) journals and subject area, 

(4) type of articles and research methods, and (5) emerging topics and systematization of 

content. Given that our study was a pilot study, we focused on the application of the method 

and the reporting of the data, rather than the interpretation of data.

3 Critical appraisal tools are available for many kinds of research studies (see Gessler & Siemer, 2020). For the purpose of our 
pilot study, we only focused on our predefined selection criteria.
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3 Results

3.1 Date of Publication

Articles published between 2004 and 2020 are depicted in Figure 3. The majority of them 

were published after 2010, with the highest number of sources found in 2010 (four  articles), 

2015 (four articles), and reached a peak in 2018 (five articles). The trend line and constant 

presence of publications in the last five years indicated that the publication of articles is 

 increasing. This emphasized the issue and the nature of the debate about adapting to chan-

ging environments, implying growing interest in scientific research and publishing in peer-

reviewed journals. This supported the findings of the European VET policy becoming the fo-

cus of researchers, particularly after 2000, perhaps being influenced by developments in EU 

policy (Lisbon Strategy, Europe 2020). As earlier research on European VET policy focused 

primarily on these developments from a broader perspective over the years, the focus shifted 

towards the question of how VET is governed at supranational and national levels.

Figure 3: Number of Articles by Year of Publication

3.2 Country of Residence of First Author

In this classification, we examined the background of each first author to provide more in-

sights into their country of residence. As can be observed in Figure 4, nine articles originated 

in Germany, followed by four articles produced in the UK. Studies were located from Estonia, 

Switzerland, Italy, and Norway. Numerous contributions from Germany can be explained 

by both the relatively high number of researchers in the field emanating from Germany's 





121Scheuch, Bohlinger, Bieß, Nguyen

 journals were represented by only one article each. The high distribution in different journals 

can be explained by the fact that VET is a highly heterogeneous field and has been researched 

by various disciplines with theoretical and empirical approaches.

Table 1: Journals and Subject Areas

Journal (educational focus, VET) Abbreviation #

Research in Comparative and International Education RCIE 6

International Journal for Vocational Education and Training IJVETR 5

Journal of Vocational Education and Training JVET 4

European Journal of Vocational Training EJVT 3

European Journal of Education EJE 2

Journal of Education and Work JEW 2

Journal of Adult and Continuing Education JACE 1

Empirical Research in Vocational Education and Training ERVET 1

International Journal of Lifelong Education IJLE 1

Journal of Comparative and International Education Compare 1

Oxford Review of Education Oxf. Rev. Educ. 1

N (total) 27

Journal (policy-related focus, others) Abbreviation #

Governance: An International Journal of Policy and Administration Governance 1

European Journal of Industrial Relations Eur. J. Ind. Relat. 1

Transfer: The European Review of Labour and Research Transfer 1

N (total) 3

3.4 Types of Articles and Research Methods

Another classification of articles was provided based on the type of article and the research 

methodology used. The articles were first categorized into applied research articles and theo-

retical articles to examine whether the articles were either conceptual or empirical in nature. 

For some articles, the author did not state which method was applied. These characteristics 

were assessed after reading the articles. Articles were classified as theoretical papers if there 

was a limited or absent empirical component. If a clearly elaborated methodological and 

empirical component existed, the article was classified as empirical research. Overall, the 

majority of articles were empirical in nature, with less research providing only a theoretical 

(conceptual) analysis. 

A close examination of the methodology of the articles revealed that the majority were 

qualitative or explorative in nature, with a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods. Al-

most half of the articles involved single-or multiple-case studies. The preferred methods for 

collecting data were interviews and questionnaires. Other forms included the analysis of 
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political documents and other historical or national data. Common data analysis methods 

involved content analysis or country-based analysis. This wide range of research approaches 

and methods emphasizes the growing interest of researchers from different backgrounds and 

perspectives.

3.5 Emerging Topics and Systematizing the Content

Following the planned steps, the articles were classified by assessing the similarities of to-

pics and methods used. In the first preliminary analysis, we identified three main categories 

(or primary topics): EU policy and EU governance, comparison of countries, and impact of 

policy on Member States—and three methodological instruments—content analysis, compa-

rative analysis of countries, and single-country studies (Figure 5). Although they overlap in 

scope and content, they provided initial insights into the content and state of research on the 

topic. Due to wide ranging topics that emerged in the pilot study, we briefly summarized the 

articles in each category.

Figure 5: Emerging Topics and Systematization of Content

(1) Governance in European VET Policy at the EU System Level

Regarding content, 12 articles were assigned to the first category. The topic of EU policy or 

governance in VET was examined at the European meta or macro level. At this level, the 

specifications and implementation of VET policies in Europe were analyzed. Contextually, 

the question of the success of established governance structures and processes was relevant, 

being measured by the outcomes and structures of VET systems and their functionality 

(Barabasch, 2010). We found diverse article topics such as implementation of qualifications 

frameworks, VET policies and governance structures, comparisons of training models, and 
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more. The methodological approach of these articles employed content analysis, historical 

overviews, and qualitative analysis of relevant documents.

Specifically, Bohlinger (2012) and Ure (2015) analyzed countries' experiences with lear-

ning outcomes and its efforts to establish or reform qualifications frameworks according to 

the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). We revealed the emergence of a learning 

outcomes orientation from an EU policy perspective and reviewed countries' anticipations 

and expectations regarding the development of qualifications frameworks and instruments 

to validate learning outcomes. The focus of both papers is on governing VET policy, for 

example, by means of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC). Similarly, Grollmann and 

Ruth (2006) address the Lisbon Agenda and its implications for VET. Their article covers the 

relevant EU policy topics, including the Bruges-Copenhagen Process, the ECVET (European 

Credit System for Vocational Education and Training), the EQF, and the OMC as a means 

to attain the Lisbon Goals. The authors showed that there was "no standard European path 

for achieving the Lisbon Goals, but rather that there are considerable variations depending 

on the prevailing VET systems and the respective VET policy" (Grollmann & Ruth, 2006, p. 

366). From the aforementioned EU policy topics, the ECVET is dealt with in greater depth 

in another paper. Ryan et al. (2018) focused on the equivalency and compatibility between 

the ECVET and the ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) by reviewing the findings of 11 

EU-funded projects. The authors concluded that the projects were successful in identifying 

several points of compatibility and developing useful tools and frameworks to facilitate per-

meability between the two systems. While achieving credit equivalency between the ECVET 

and the ECTS does not seem feasible, the findings indicated that using a learning outcome-

based equivalency framework seems a more promising approach.

Greinert (2004) and Clarke and Winch (2015) analyzed "design philosophies" (Clarke 

& Winch, 2015, p. 543) of VET policies and VET structures. The authors identified and 

 compared national VET structures and training models (mostly the German apprenticeship 

scheme and the Anglo-Saxon training model) against other countries' VET structures in 

light of their historical emergence. Contrary to the EU's dominating VET policy aims, they 

conclude that "the effectiveness of the European tools and their successful implementation at 

occupational and sectoral levels […] will rest on incorporating employee interests and grea-

ter educational content into VET systems" (Clarke & Winch, 2015, p. 604). Similarly, but with 

a stronger focus on decision-making processes, Oliver (2010) applies a framework of gover-

nance (Pierre & Peter, 2005) "to assess the impact of complexity in VET governance systems 

by focusing on how complexity affects the four governance system outcomes:  Adaptability, 

coherence, inclusiveness, and accountability" of VET systems in England, Australia, the 

United States, Germany, Spain, and Denmark (Oliver, 2010, p. 270). While Greinert (2004) 

and Clarke and Winch (2015) contrast mostly different training models, Emmenegger et 

al. (2019) compare similar training models—so-called collective skill formation systems in 
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Austria, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. Their conceptual article fo-

cuses on corporative and decentralized governance structures where the authors develop a 

"framework for the analysis of cooperation in decentralised collective skill formation sys-

tems" (Emmenegger et al., 2019, p. 23) that is "helpful for the analysis of those areas of poli-

tical economies in which actors face cooperation dilemmas within decentralised governance 

contexts" (p. 39). Cooperation as a condition of success is also emphasized in an article by 

Šćepanović and Artiles (2020). The concept of dual VET is discussed by explaining the com-

peting logics behind it and providing an overview of the EU's policy approaches to VET. They 

claim that VET represents a special kind of formation, which requires high levels of coordi-

nation among all stakeholders to ensure quality and comparability. However, many European 

countries lack necessary institutional prerequisites. Consequently, "despite the investment of 

significant resources into the promotion of 'dual' VET, the results so far have been, and are 

likely to remain, highly uneven" (Šćepanović & Artiles, 2020, p. 24).

Rauner and Wittig (2010) also compared corporativist VET systems and structures in 

Austria, Denmark, Germany, and Switzerland. Similar to Greinert, they focus on the incor-

poration of work process knowledge in VET structures and its implications for governing 

VET structures. Their overview of a theoretical framework to identify plural governance 

structures in VET (in particular in apprenticeship schemes) concludes that "complexity as-

sociated with different governance processes and the ways they have evolved demonstrates 

a need to distinguish between complexity relating to decision-making processes and policy 

instruments and processes for allocating resources and generating feedback" (Rauner & Wit-

tig, 2010, p. 271).

Viertel (2010) explored international VET cooperation and made the case for considering 

sustainable development to be a policy obligation for the European Training Foundation 

(ETF) and VET reform efforts in its partner countries as "adjusting VET to today's complex 

sustainability challenges is a major, but essential task" (Viertel, 2010, p. 231). Based on a dis-

cussion of economic practices from a sustainability perspective, the author investigated what 

impact on knowledge and skills could be derived from this. Implications for VET reforms, 

especially those supported by the ETF, include the application of inclusive practices, the re-

consideration of competences for sustainable development, and the design of appropriate 

didactical approaches to foster them.

The article by Kämäräinen (2017) is somewhat different from the other articles in that it is 

a tribute to David Raffe's lifetime achievement on VET research, VET policy, and European 

cooperation.
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(2) European VET Policy and Cross-Country Comparisons in the EU 

The second category examines the European VET policy and comprises cross-country 

comparisons. Ten articles were identified in this category, which were heterogeneous regar-

ding content. There were articles that provided general insight into recent developments in 

VET policy in the EU, presenting problems and challenges using country-specific examp-

les. Further, other articles explored cross-national variations with formally institutionalized 

"feedback mechanisms". There was also often a sector-specific focus, such as a study on VET 

in the construction sector comparing several European countries. Other articles focused on 

national VET systems, their structures, coherence, and educational reforms in specific Euro-

pean countries. Although the contents of this category differed greatly, their methodological 

approaches were similar and mostly employed comparative analyses.

Trampusch (2009) and Souto-Otero and Ure (2012) focused on a system-related per-

spective exploring how European VET policies were reflected in different national VET 

systems. The authors compared two countries based on a case study analysis. Trampusch 

(2009) analyzed the effects of the Copenhagen process on vocational training policy in Aus-

tria and Germany. Embedding the analysis of Europeanization in a more general analysis of 

institutional change and building upon a comparison of Germany and Austria, the author 

offered insights into two divergent dynamics of Europeanization in two similar VET systems. 

In Germany, Europeanization occurs as reform policies and politics. However, in Austria, 

 Europeanization occurs more as institutional change by default, without strategically enacted 

reform initiatives shaped by the EU. Similarly, based on a two-country comparison, Souto-

Otero and Ure (2012) explored differences in governmental ambition in Norway and Spain 

to increase coherence, defined as "the internal connections of individual educational strands 

and the points of contact between strands," (Souto-Otero & Ure, 2012, p. 92) of their VET 

systems. The authors provide two conceptualizations of coherence (vertical and horizontal 

coherence) and illustrated that while both countries sought coherence, the roots of their stri-

ving for it, the ways that they operationalized the term, and the emphasis of their actions dif-

fered substantially. This can be related to how VET interests and stakeholders are organized 

in each country. In comparison, Heikkinen (2004) determined the need to use a historical 

and contextual approach to understanding VET systems through discussions on continuing 

education in Nordic countries and Germany.

Following a comparative perspective, other studies focused on the investigation of the 

European VET policy convergence through specific elements, tools, and topics, e.g., "mo-

dularisation" and "formal feedback mechanisms". In a cross-country comparison, Pilz et al. 

(2018) compared the experiences of modularization in seven European countries. The au-

thors described different pathways and indicated that while modularization in some coun-

tries takes a radical form, other countries follow a mixed approach. The authors concluded 

that no two countries have adopted the same form of modularization, yet some countries 
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have cited common challenges in the modularization process. Similarly, Markowitsch and 

Hefler (2018) addressed the topic of feedback-mechanism building through a comparative 

analysis of 15 European countries to enhance an understanding of cross-national variations 

in formally institutionalized "feedback mechanisms" between VET and the labor market. 

The study identified four different formal feedback mechanisms that represented the main 

types found in European countries: 1) The liberal model, explained by VET in England and 

higher VET in Austria; 2) the statist model, explained by school-based VET in Austria; 3) 

the participatory model, explained by VET in France; and 4) the coordinated model, explai-

ned by apprenticeship training in Germany and Austria. Other authors attended to different 

patterns of social dialogue over VET and their implications for qualifications and workforce 

mobility. For Winterton (2007), qualification and related processes played different roles and 

were given different degrees of attention in the agendas of social partners across countries, 

depending on the model of social partnership. For example, state-regulated systems (such as 

Germany and France) facilitate a clearly prescribed role for social partners, whereas market 

systems (such as Italy and the UK) are associated with uneven involvement. Social dialogue 

in school-focused systems (e.g., Italy and France) is inevitably less developed than in work-

place-focused systems (e.g., Germany and the UK) because schooled VET is divorced from 

the domain where the social partners have the most competence. 

Further, there were articles examining specific occupational foci or providing insights 

from micro-level perspectives. Clarke et al. (2020) drew on a study of VET regarding low-

energy construction (LEC) developments in 10 countries (Belgium, Bulgaria, Finland, Ger-

many, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Poland, Slovenia, and Spain), which analyzed current provi-

sions in the context of near-zero energy building (NZEB) implementation, the construction 

labor market, workforce characteristics, and national VET systems. Roosmaa (2019) analyzed 

how the choice of upper-secondary education and training specialization, general or vocatio-

nal, enabled future participation in non-formal education (NFE) based on EU Labour Force 

Survey data from 28 countries. Misra (2011) shed light on VET teacher training systems 

across European countries by offering insights into policies and approaches adopted in the 

EU to train VET teachers. Drawing on results from document analyses and interviews (e.g., 

with VET teachers, representatives from VET teacher unions, and VET policy makers at the 

government level), the author identified core VET teacher training challenges in Europe and 

recommended several strategies for the continuing professionalization of VET teachers.

Although most studies focused on the differences between the countries concerned and 

the EU Member States, some scholars provided insights into the integration and implemen-

tation of the Lisbon Strategy and differences between the partner countries4. For example, 

Masson (2007) provided an overview of recent developments and challenges faced by VET 

4 The term "partner countries" refers to the use of the word in the context of the article. The term is not to be equated with 
the European Member States, it refers to the partner countries of the European Training Foundation (ETF) such as Serbia, 
Romania, Turkey, Tunisia, Hungary etc. (see Masson, 2007, p. 48f.).
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systems in the Western Balkans, Turkey, and other countries covered by the "wider European 

neighborhood" policy. This results in diverse situations across the Union and new Member 

States and is even greater in partner countries. The results also establish that the messages 

from Copenhagen have already begun to take hold in some of these countries. Their systemic 

value has increased awareness and acted as a catalyst for reform. 

(3) European VET Policy Implementation at the National Levels

Of the 30 identified articles, eight could be assigned to the third main category. A common 

theme of all articles in this category was the tracing of the Europeanization processes of VET 

systems. In this context, the impact of the European VET policy on specific education policy 

mechanisms or effects on the VET or education systems of specific national Member States 

were investigated. Thus, these studies examined the effects of the EU VET policy (decisions, 

directives, recommendations, etc.) on Member States and were conducted as country studies 

or case studies. Due to the consideration of such processes at a specific country level, only a 

limited summarizing consideration of the contents of the articles was feasible. 

Some articles dealt with the impact of education policy processes at a supranational level 

(EU level), such as the Lisbon Strategy and the Copenhagen Process, to a national level. For 

example, Cort (2010) examined the interactions between the Copenhagen Process, European 

VET, and Danish VET policies. Based on analyses of policy documents, research reports, and 

social actor-level interviews, Cort highlighted institutional changes in VET. Consequently, 

she drew conclusions about potential changes that need long term consideration. In exami-

ning the impact of European policy processes, other articles addressed policy instruments in 

particular and their application in specific European Member States. 

Deissinger (2015) focused on the institutional field of vocational education. Regarding 

the effects of the alignment of national VET systems, he analyzed supranational governance 

instruments in the context of the EQF. Using Germany as an example, he examined the forms 

and practices of nongovernmental institutions in the vocational education system and drew 

conclusions about their responsibility for preserving the culture of the dual system.

De Paor (2018) used the results of an explanatory case study in the context of the out-

comes of Erasmus+ and the strategic partnership with QUAKE to examine the role of the 

professional development of teachers in VET. The findings, drawn from the views of Irish 

VET teachers, demonstrated the importance of the use of European tools such as ECVET in 

teachers' professional development, which can facilitate making professional development 

an integral part of the teaching and learning process, ensuring more successful adoption of 

educational change.

The effects of the Bologna Process on the Dutch dual higher education system were the 

focus of van Houten (2018). His analysis focused on the effects on employment opportunities 

in the labor market. In this context, it highlights opportunities and tensions in employment 
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relationships for students and employers. Through his findings, van Houten uncovered a gap 

between higher vocational education and secondary vocational education, which reduced 

the employability of low-skilled workers and contributed to the inequality of employment 

opportunities for vocational graduates.

Two of the articles dealt with the impact of European professional policy on professi-

onalization processes of the heterogeneous professional group of adult educators and the 

standardization of the recognition of competences in this field. Mikulec (2019) analyzed the 

formulation of requirements for adult education by the European Union and examined their 

impact on Slovenian adult education. Within the framework of a document analysis, efforts 

to conceptualize the recognition processes of adult educators' professional competences in 

Slovenia were traced. He found that unified recognition processes were unlikely due to the 

unmanageable heterogeneity of professional roles and competences to be recognized. Paulos 

(2015) focused on the EU's contribution to the definition of adult education policy at a coun-

try level. Using the example of education policy structures in Portugal, the author explained 

that the professionalization of adult educators in Portugal was in a process of alignment.  A 

need for evidence-based policies to create structures for the professional development of 

adult educators was identified.

Rein (2017) also dealt with competence recognition. His research related to the incre-

asing science-related demand for company specialists and managers and the resulting de-

sign of the professionalization of these professions. By examining learning outcomes in dual 

vocational study programs in Germany, he found characteristics of overarching vocational 

 competencies and defined relevant requirement areas in initial and continuing education and 

training. These are seen as important prerequisites for enabling the connectivity of qualifica-

tions and transitions within and between education systems.

Loogma (2016) dealt with educational policy mechanisms in general. This author ex-

plored the process of Europeanization of the VET policy in terms of policy learning and 

policy transfer in general. To make the implementation of these processes transparent, she 

examined the process of redesigning an educational space through the influences of Euro-

peanization of VET policy, using Estonia as an example. In this case study, the increase in 

the implementation of VET institutions, the shift toward active learning by the EU, and the 

introduction of standardized policy instruments were made evident.

3.6 Limitations of the Systematization of the Content

We are aware that the three main categories presented above overlap somewhat with one ano-

ther and with other topics identified in the sample. For that reason, the basic purpose of any 

literature review—that is, to compare contexts and provide a mapping of existing knowledge 

in a field—could be fulfilled only to a limited extent. In particular, some core topics adjacent 
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to the three main categories were European tools, policies, and instruments to govern VET, 

the professionalization of VET staff (teacher training, adult educators), and models and struc-

tures of VET (i.e., VET regimes). Other articles covered topics such as the modularization 

of VET or the Bologna process in higher education. At the same time, our analysis revealed 

no overarching (theoretical) framework or academic discipline upon which the articles had 

been built. Research in the field refers to various (educational) political contexts, contains 

reform strategies, and, in some cases, follows different methodological logics. Because the 

methodological approaches to research in the field exhibit fragmentation, any systematic lite-

rature review of this field would be characterized by certain challenges and may be regarded 

as an additional step in accessing and systematizing such a complex research topic.

4 Discussion and Conclusion

Research on European VET policy can be described as a highly heterogeneous field that 

challenges systematic investigations in the literature. In our pilot study, we found that the 

systematic literature review method was difficult to apply given numerous limitations and 

restrictions, which will be discussed critically and considered for future research in this field. 

In this section, we review our experience with the process of conducting a systematic review. 

We structured our discussion according to the four-step model as introduced in Section 2. 

Although more research is required, we highlight some lessons learned from our pilot study.

First, any systematic literature review should begin with a number of research questions 

and a clear scope. In the fragmented, heterogeneous field of European VET policy, research 

questions for systematic literature reviews should seek to help synthesize current knowledge 

and offer a state-of-the-art overview of research in the field. However, overly broad research 

questions can result in massive amounts of information, thereby making literature reviews 

unmanageable. Consequently, narrowing the scope of research and focusing on a subtopic 

or more specific research questions in the area of interest could be helpful (see for example, 

Caves et al., 2019). Beyond that, a type of review (e.g., narrative review, scoping review, meta-

analyses) suitable to the scope should be chosen (e.g., Gessler & Siemer, 2020).

Second, data selection is a critical step for any systematic review, and our attempts to 

follow the process of a systematic literature review have highlighted several domain-specific 

challenges in data selection. Within the scope of our pilot study, we searched certain data-

bases and focused only on double-blind peer-reviewed English journal articles. Our search 

was also restricted to a span of 20 years, and as a result, the search results were limited. 

Grey literature (e.g., working papers and conference presentations), which often provide new 

and current scientific findings (in this particular field), was not integrated into our review. 

 Moreover, we excluded monographies, anthologies, and political documents, such as direc-

tives, recommendations, or guidelines, which are indispensable sources in the field. Based 
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on our pilot study, only a few articles covered a 20-year period of research. Moreover, some 

relevant research articles were clearly missing from our sample, although we are aware that 

such literature exists (e.g., Bohlinger, 2019; Brockmann et al., 2009). Our oversight can be 

explained by our selection criteria, which were highly restrictive. Combinations of search 

terms such as "VET" and "policy", "VET" and "governance", "VET" and "system" may have 

netted some of the more obvious titles in literature in the field. Unfortunately, a great deal 

was also excluded, such as articles on VET policy that do not contain the term "VET" or have 

titles where VET is paired with a relevant term (e.g., "competence"). Future research should 

focus on the selection of keywords and the overall search strategy. The selection of keywords 

should be derived from the research questions obtained from known primary studies and 

cross-checked in terms of terminology and cultural differences in cross-country studies. 

Depending on the purpose of the review, the search can be more comprehensive (scoping 

review) or selective (i.e., meta-analysis). For a comprehensive stand-alone literature review, 

the literature search should include multiple databases, be conducted with backward and for-

ward searches, and include additional relevant literature indicated by snowballing or experts 

in the field, among other strategies. 

Third, data processing needs to be extracted and synthesized in an accurate manner, suita-

ble for the research questions. While our sample was small and extremely diverse in scope, it 

did not reflect the importance of the topic or the relevance of some literature in the field. For 

example, we decided against ranking the final list of articles according to their H-factor or 

the number of citations in Google Scholar. Moreover, as we excluded articles by  international 

stakeholders such as the OECD or the European Commission, we are unable to derive any 

statement about the importance of the articles in our sample. Our general data extraction was 

an essential, helpful step to deconstruct the range of studies and facilitate their comparison. 

The central result of the application of the literature review method is that EU VET policy 

research is a heterogeneous field concerning academic disciplines, theories, and research ap-

proaches. As Barabasch and Wolf (2009) concluded in their study on policy transfer in VET, 

methodological research on European VET policy is equivalent to an investigative research 

approach because receiving access to information sources and background information is 

demanding. Furthermore, the interests of the individual countries in education policy are 

highly diverse; hence, political discourse can hardly be depicted in its entirety (e.g., Bara-

basch & Wolf, 2009, p. 23). Due to the inter- and transdisciplinary nature of our sample, the 

results of our analysis are more general, and we have only been able to provide a descriptive 

systematization in the field. Although we did not perform a detailed content analysis, our 

work marks a starting point for future research on this topic. Even Gessler and Siemer (2020) 

have underscored the importance of more quantitative reviews, and to be appropriate for 

statistical meta-analysis, studies have to be as similar as possible to the questions that they try 

to answer and the methods that they use. Considering the state of recent literature and our 
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initial findings, we believe that a scoping review or narrative review that involves applying 

qualitative analytical techniques for synthesis could be an appropriate method for further 

reviews on European VET policy.

Fourth, reporting data allows a presentation of the findings of a review and the process of 

conducting it. It allows other researchers to follow the same steps and potentially achieve the 

same results. The literature review should not only follow a clear structure that ties studies to 

key topics, characteristics, and categories, but also indicates opportunities and directions for 

future research.

In this paper, we have documented an attempt to conduct a systematic literature review 

in the field of international VET research with a focus on European VET policy. We aimed 

to explore the extent to which this method is helpful in mapping the current state of research 

and systematizing knowledge in this field. Our experiences with attempting systematic lite-

rature reviews have confirmed that the basic stages of the review process appear to be use-

ful. However, some modifications and extensions could significantly improve its value as a 

research method for future studies on VET policy, especially in Europe. Although our study 

highlights some challenges and future directions regarding applying the method proposed 

by Gessler and Siemer (2020), our pilot study also revealed some issues relating to the to-

pics addressed in the individual articles reviewed. The core topics in the field of VET gover-

nance and European VET policy are governance mechanisms and the impact of European 

VET policy and related policies, including learning outcomes, qualifications frameworks, 

the Copenhagen process, and, to some extent, the Bologna process. Moreover, one of the 

core topics refers to the analysis of systems and structures of VET, including VET models 

and the collaboration and cooperation of stakeholders, and conceptualizing the coherence 

in VET and VET teachers and trainers. These are the starting points for mapping the field of 

European VET policy.
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Conclusion: The generated knowledge about key contextual conditions at the individual, 

company and systemic level in the context of VET transfer can provide a valuable basis for 

future VET cooperation.

Keywords: Vocational Education and Training, VET, Transfer, Literature Review, Professio-

nal Competence, Success Factors 

1 Theoretical Background to Research in International 'VET Transfer'

The process of internationalization is becoming increasingly important in the area of voca-

tional education and training (VET) (Frommberger & Baumann, 2019). In particular, inter-

national cooperation in VET has been regarded as an essential way of shaping internationa-

lization for decades, as the practice of transferring educational structures internationally has 

a long tradition (Barabasch & Wolf, 2011; Frommberger & Baumann, 2019).

In this context, the transferability or exportability of VET systems or its elements to other 

countries has been investigated for many years, for instance (Barabasch & Wolf, 2011; Cle-

ment, 2012; Wiemann et al., 2019). Research and scientific studies in this area have increased 

in recent years (Dobischat & Düsseldorff, 2018), while numerous international cooperation 

projects have been ongoing for years, for example in the United States or India (Gessler, 2017; 

Pilz, 2016). In the literature, very different understandings, conceptualizations, and models 

of 'transfer' in VET research can be found. At the same time, rather limited knowledge about 

the heterogeneous models and approaches leads to a fragmentation of the research landscape 

(Wiemann et al., 2019). To bridge this gap, it is necessary to structure, systematize, compare 

and, if necessary, integrate different disciplinary research approaches. 

In regard to the significance of the topic in terms of research, practice and policy, the 

primary goal of this article is to prepare a comprehensive, structured overview of the current 

state of international literature on transfer in the context of VET research. The authors syste-

matically analyze the current international state of research on transfer with a multidiscipli-

nary and multi-level perspective by using the method of "systematic literature review" (Gess-

ler & Siemer, 2020; Grant & Booth, 2009). The identification of thematic and methodological 

foci and of semantic and/or structural links between the various approaches, theories and 

best practice models is a central focus of this article. Furthermore, indications of internatio-

nal networking and synergy potential in this field of research are taken into account.

Concept of (Professional) Competence and Understanding of VET Transfer

To provide a comprehensive and structured overview of the current state of international 

research and to analyze the multidisciplinary perspectives on transfer in the context of VET, 
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in a first step, it is necessary to define the understanding of the two core concepts in VET 

research, namely "transfer" and "(professional) competence". 

With the globalization of the labor market, an increase in the importance of harmonized 

educational, and especially VET, systems became evident. This refers to the international in-

novation and competitiveness of organizations involved in VET as well as to the importance 

of ensuring competences for (international) professional mobility and self-reliant living of 

citizens and enabling lifelong learning, which is necessary in an increasingly changing socie-

tal and technological environment (e.g., Baethge et al., 2006; DIHK, 2015).

The harmonization trends in VET call for an internationally comparable (high) level 

of qualification in the respective national VET systems (e.g., Cedefop, 2011; Dunkel & Le 

Mouillour, 2013). In the last decade, the European Union has intensified its efforts to create 

more transparency within the VET systems in Europe and to regulate the harmonization 

of vocational qualifications with the development of the European Qualifications Frame-

work (EQF) and the European Credit Transfer System (ECVET). Furthermore, as part of 

an international comparative feasibility study on VET (the so-termed 'VET PISA'), a large-

scale assessment framework was developed in response to the increased importance of the 

VET systems to assess their learning outcomes, i.e. professional competencies. This feasibility 

study impressively showed that competences targeted in VET have to tow the line between 

meeting the requirements for both national particularities and international comparability 

(Baethge et al., 2006). 

This tension also applies to the sense of the transferability of nationally established VET 

concepts to other countries. Since in-company instruction and training programs tend to be 

heterogeneous and less formalized, teaching-learning and examination approaches, adapta-

tion and transfer in VET systems are accompanied by a variety of challenges (e.g., Kuper & 

Schrader, 2013).

The concept of transfer is defined differently in various disciplines and contexts (Gräsel, 

2010). Educational transfer is based on the conceptual nuance of transference and is defined 

by Gessler (2012) as the transfer of educational ideas, structures, and practices from one sys-

tem or institution to another. The term transfer in an educational context is primarily a term 

used in German-speaking countries, although export is also frequently used as a synonym 

(Geiben, 2017). In the international context, the general term policy transfer is primarily used 

to describe this concept (Wiemann et al., 2019). While policy transfer encompasses educatio-

nal transfer, it is often described in a broader sense as the transfer of concepts or procedures. 

In addition, policy transfer can be further differentiated to refer to policy learning, policy 

borrowing, policy diffusion, policy reception and policy lending, depending on the academic 

discipline and the scope of the transfer (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; Geiben, 2017; Wiemann 

et al., 2019). 
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Referring to the definitional approaches, Geiben (2017, p. 23) defines transfer in the context 

of VET cooperation as "the transfer of ideas, practices and products as well as assumptions 

from one or more countries to one or more different countries." This article, which aims to 

comprehensively review existing research literature on this topic, is guided by this broad 

definition.

The VET system, for instance in German-speaking countries, represents a historically 

evolved complex constellation of participating institutions and actors that cannot easily be 

exported (Geiben et al., 2017; Strittmatter & Böhner, 2019). In the context of international 

VET research, many studies therefore concluded that the transfer of a VET system cannot 

take place as a one-to-one transfer (Stockmann, 2013; Stockmann & Silvestrini, 2013). In this 

regard, the transfer process cannot be seen as a copying process but needs to be designed as 

a selection and adaptation process that supports partner countries in adapting elements of 

their existing systems (Euler, 2013). 

In this context, another important core concept in VET research, also at the international 

level, refers to the concept of competence. The term competence has become a fashionable 

term in the social and educational sciences (Klieme & Hartig, 2007). A broad use of this term 

can also be found in educational policy and research. However, the term competence, has dif-

ferent meanings in literature and everyday understanding, and it is neither used nor applied 

consistently in research and practice. Even in research dealing with educational and learning 

processes, competence is not defined synonymously, and is conceptualized and operationa-

lized differently (Hartig, 2008; e.g., contributions in Blömeke et al., 2013). 

The definition of the construct competence is a fundamental prerequisite for empirically 

sound investigations of learning and educational processes. However, it is precisely in the de-

finition of competence as well as in the development of well-founded theoretical competence 

models that the challenges of empirical competence research become evident (e.g., Blömeke 

et al., 2015). These difficulties are partly due to the different and partly incompatible roots of 

the concept of competence across disciplines (Klieme & Hartig, 2007).

This is particularly true for VET that is characterized by a high heterogeneity of domains 

as well as participating institutions and actors. Moreover, the VET research is based on diffe-

rent (in parts nation-specific) traditions and conceptual and theoretical approaches, leading 

to a variety of (domain-specific) definitions of competence, including (i) competence in a 

purely organizational sense with regard to responsibility in an institution, (ii) psychological 

understanding of competence as disposition (e.g., professional knowledge), (iii) general un-

derstanding of competence as expertise, (iv) specific vocational skills or a holistic concept of 

(professional) performance (e.g., Shavelson, 2013).

In German-speaking countries, competence is often understood as the comprehensive 

ability to act and to master a specific (e.g., professional) situation, which can be subdivided, 

for instance, into domain-specific, personal, and social competence. This triad is specifically 
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taken up and further developed in German VET with the concept of 'vocational action com-

petence' (Jude & Klieme, 2008; BiBB, 2010). In this context, action- and problem-oriented 

learning, the orientation toward professional competence in the sense of a broad holistic 

understanding of competence, as well as the training of trainers, and the development of 

cooperation between institutions involved in VET are established as core elements in the 

German dual training system (Angles & Lindemann, 2019). 

In the current research, the German funding program ASCOT (Technology-based As-

sessment of Skills and Competences in VET) systematically analyzed, among others, com-

petence characteristics of trainees at the end of their training. Based on technology-based 

assessment instruments for competence diagnostics (mostly computer-based simulations), 

evidence on the performance of trainees at the end of their VET is available for various oc-

cupations. The findings from the assessments indicate that the required higher-order skills 

such as problem-solving and reflective competencies are not consistently achieved in VET 

(see contributions in Beck et al., 2016; Seeber & Seifried, 2019).

Not only on a national level but also on an international level, there is a great variety in 

usage of the term competence, of definitions of competence, and its modeling. The diverse 

conceptualization of this term on an international level is also reflected in the various classi-

fication systems and systematizations of definitional approaches (e.g., Le Deist & Winterton, 

2005; Mulder et al., 2007). In this context, classification systems for countries and regions 

show different approaches to defining competence with regard to VET, such as behavioral 

competencies including functional and cognitive competencies (USA), an occupational 

(functional) competence model including cognitive and behavioral competencies (UK), and 

more holistic approaches (France, Germany, and Austria) (Le Deist & Winterton, 2005). 

To summarize, the concept of competence in international VET research is a prominent 

yet relatively new paradigm that is anchored in the respective socio-cultural context and, 

thus, shaped by national or even regional context- and domain-specificity. This makes the 

transfer of VET systems even more challenging.

2 Methodological Approach

2.1 Systematic Literature Review

The aim of a systematic literature review is to provide an overview of the current state of 

research on a particular topic and to draw theoretical and/or practical implications from it 

(Kitchenham & Charters, 2007; Xiao & Watson, 2017). In this context, Oakley (2017, p. xiii) 

highlights the benefits of a literature review compared to a single study: "The aim of syste-
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matic research synthesis is to generate a more comprehensive and trustworthy picture of the 

topic being studied than is possible from individual studies". 

This article presents a systematic analysis of the current international state of research on 

VET transfer with a multidisciplinary and multi-level perspective by following Gessler and 

Siemer (2020). According to their categorial definition, a systematic literature review covers 

the four following steps: (1) Definition of the scope, (2) data selection, (3) data processing, 

and (4) data reporting (Gessler & Siemer, 2020). The following part presents the literature 

review and its results according to these four categories.

2.2 Scope Definition

The scope definition specifies the research problem and derives central research questions. 

Within this literature review, the authors systematically analyze theoretical-conceptual as 

well as empirically oriented research on VET transfer with a multidisciplinary and multi-

level perspective (Euler, 2019; Phillips & Ochs, 2003; Rappleye, 2006; Tanaka, 2005). The 

identification of thematic and methodological foci as well as semantic and/or structural links 

between the various approaches, theories and best practice models are a central focus of 

this article. Furthermore, indications of international networking and synergy potentials in 

the research field are taken into account. The central research aim of this literature review 

is to analyze the international state of research and to structure the knowledge base for the 

description of the object of investigation, "transfer research in VET," as well as a downstream 

analysis of its contextual conditions and determinants (i.e., major challenges and key success 

factors of transfer in international VET research).

2.3 Data Selection

The next step, data selection, entails a systematic search and eligibility screening. The sources 

and search terms have to be defined and the relevant research has to be selected, screened and 

read, whereas the ineligible research should be excluded. The determination of relevant sour-

ces to be included was done through a multi-step approach. To ensure a systematic and repli-

cable approach to the analysis of the international state of research, central relevant literature 

databases such as Education Resources Information Centre (ERIC) and Google Scholar were 

used. In addition to the systematic literature search, the "snowball technique" was applied to 

collect additional references from identified papers (Waddington et al., 2012): After review-

ing the first set of relevant literature, keywords and keyword combinations were determined 

to find further relevant publications. Thus, the approach of the review presented here is based 

on an extensive search from central education-research-specific online databases: Fachinfor-
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mationssystem Bildung [Education Research Portal] (FIS Bildung), ERIC as well as the VET 

Literature Database of the BIBB [Federal Institute for VET] (LDBB) and Google Scholar. 

Based on the research question, keywords were extracted to specify the search and to thus 

make it easier to identify relevant publications. Different authors (Bayliss & Beyer, 2015; Xiao 

& Watson, 2017) emphasize the importance of keywords in the search for relevant literature. 

In addition to the degree of precision of keywords, the use of the Boolean operators "AND" 

and "OR" is also crucial for a targeted search (Ritschl et al., 2016). In our search, the keywords 

listed below were combined by means of these logical links. Furthermore, the use of different 

terms within the national and international research landscape was taken into account, as the 

term transfer has different variations (see Table 1). 

The identification of relevant studies was also complemented by drawing on project pub-

lications and reports as well as the "snowball system" to find additional literature to comple-

ment the formally published research (Adams et al., 2017). Especially in the context of voca-

tional education, Haßler et al. (2019, p. 34) emphasize the importance of including different 

publication outlets, as "numerous important activities are not covered in professional jour-

nals." To find publications of this kind as well as other relevant studies, Google Scholar was 

used. In addition, using the snowball system meant that references in previously identified 

papers were sifted through, further contributing to the completeness of the documentation of 

the current state of research (Waddington et al., 2012; Xiao & Watson, 2017). Related terms 

and synonyms in the context of VET transfer were therefore also searched for. This approach 

led to the definition of a number of German and English keywords (see Table 1). This pro-

cedure also resulted in a large number of search results, as irrelevant literature could not be 

avoided in the hit list. Furthermore, due to searching several databases and using similar 

search strings, duplicates were also elicited, which were excluded in a first step (Sturma et al., 

2016; Tonhäuser & Büker, 2016). 

Table 1: List of Keywords in German and English

German Keywords: English Keywords:

International "Vocational Education and Training"

Berufsbildung VET

Transfer TVET

"internationale Zusammenarbeit" "Dual Apprenticeship"

"Berufliche Bildung" "Transfer of VET"

Internationalisierung Transfer

Berufsbildungszusammenarbeit "Policy Transfer"

Berufsbildungsexport "Transfer of Training"

Berufsbildungstransfer "German Dual System"

Berufsausbildung International
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"Duales Ausbildungssystem" Internationalization

"Duales System" "Comparative education"

Deutschland "Educational transfer"

"Internationalisierung der Berufsbildung"

"vergleichende Berufsbildungsforschung"

Transferforschung

2.4 Data Processing

The third step, data processing, focuses on critically assessing the quality of the selected lite-

rature to exclude unsuitable search results and to select the relevant data from the consulted 

resources, and then critically evaluate the (preliminary) selection of sources. This step also 

involves synthesizing and re-analyzing the selected data. 

Accordingly, the next step of our literature review was to analyze the titles and abstracts of 

the publications identified by the database search with regard to their relevance. Obviously 

thematically irrelevant papers could then be excluded, while publications that were signifi-

cant for answering our research question were examined more closely in their entirety. In 

addition, the relevant publications that were identified using the "snowball system" and the 

search for "gray literature" were also read in full. 

Finally, the remaining articles were selected based on predefined inclusion criteria 

( Kitchenham & Charters, 2007; Sturma et al., 2016). To be included in the next step of the 

systematic review, studies had to meet the inclusion criteria listed below (see Table 2). Conse-

quently, the criteria also served as exclusion criteria, i.e., if a study did not meet these criteria, 

it was excluded.

Table 2: Criteria for the In- and Exclusion of Studies

 – The study is written in German or English.

 – The study was published between 2010 and 2020. 

 – The thematic focus of the study is on transfer of VET systems and/or elements.

 – The study has been published in a peer-reviewed journal or book
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The final selection and systematization of the studies is based on a criterion-guided classi-

fication into several higher-level categories such as study focus, research method, sample, 

participating countries (for an overview, see Table 4 in appendix). 

In the course of the systematic literature search, the selected search terms (see Table 1) 

were entered and combined both as keywords and as free text, as this approach proved to be 

particularly effective. In this way, a total of 331 studies were identified. Of these, 325 studies 

had been found through the database search, while the remaining studies resulted from the 

"snowball system" and the search engine Google Scholar. Since the databases are constantly 

updated, this can lead to a different number of hits for the search query at later dates. 

Doublets were checked using the reference management program Citavi, and we subse-

quently conducted a duplicate comparison. This eliminated 100 doublets of potentially rele-

vant and irrelevant studies, which resulted in a remaining number of 231 studies for the tit-

le–abstract screening, in which the relevance of the studies was assessed based on their titles 

and abstracts. After this screening, 140 publications were excluded from the review as it was 

evident from the title and/or abstract that they did not address the topic of VET transfer in a 

narrow sense. Among the remaining publications were studies that, for example, dealt with 

the transfer of knowledge from theory to professional practice (Frey et al., 2014) or focused 

on the international mobility of apprentices in the context of internationalization (Friedrich 

et al., 2010).

As a result, 91 studies remained that were deemed relevant. The full-text versions of these 

studies were obtained and read. Based on the predefined inclusion criteria (see Table 2), 41 

relevant studies were identified that proved to be thematically and methodologically relevant 

and were therefore included in the present literature review. Thus, 50 publications were ex-

cluded which could not yet be rejected during the title–abstract screening, but which turned 

out to be less relevant in the full-text review. In addition, the analyses of the full texts revealed 

that relevant information ensuring the research quality of the studies, i.e., basic information 

on the method, sample size, and analysis approach, was often missing or not described suf-

ficiently. Hence, about one dozen of the studies that initially appeared relevant could not be 

included in the review due to fundamental information missing and/or obscured.

Table 3: Criterion-Guided Literature Selection

Database Hits Doublets Abstract  
Screening

Full-text  
Screening

Inclusion

FIS Bildung 59

100 231 91 41
ERIC 157

LDBB 109

Google Scholar 6
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2.5 Data Reporting

The final step of our systematic literature review focuses on data reporting, and it involves 

presenting the findings and implications as well as the limitations of the review and discus-

sing the conclusions. 

In the following section, an exemplary selection of the included studies is presented, ta-

king into account theoretical or conceptual and application-oriented studies. The key fin-

dings and implications are presented and discussed as well. The final part of the step data 

reporting, namely presenting the limitations, is presented in Section 4.

3 The Current State of Research in VET Transfer

The aim of international VET research is to identify the central challenges in implementing 

innovation potentials in VET and to develop concrete action points to improve the structures 

of VET. Research on international VET is generally conducted at discipline level and national 

level, with corresponding delimitations, exclusions and limitations resulting in the fragmen-

tation of the research landscape. VET research is highly diverse, which is reflected in the frag-

mentation of research approaches and disciplines, which are organized in very different ways 

internationally. Overall, limited international resources are available in the VET research 

field. The rather few available systematic reviews and evaluations of VET at the international 

level reveal significant research gaps. Furthermore, strong political and economic interests 

have led to the dominance of application-oriented research foci in VET research. Metho-

dological research questions concerning the optimization of transfer possibilities outweigh 

fundamental theoretical and conceptual reflections on the nature of transfer processes in the 

present research landscape. With regard to specific topics, in recent years, international VET 

research has focused primarily on dual VET as well as "training-on-the-job" approaches, 

while hybrid qualifications with university and vocational components (Deißinger, 2015; Po-

well et al., 2012) have only recently received (renewed) attention.

The central research aim of our literature review is to analyze the international state of 

research and to structure the knowledge base for the description of the object of investigati-

on "transfer research in VET", as well as to conduct a downstream analysis of its contextual 

conditions and determinants (i.e., challenges and success factors of transfer in international 

VET research). In the following part, the central key findings will be summarized and their 

implications for our research question will be discussed.
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3.1 Key Findings

In the following, we present an exemplary selection of the included studies consisting of 

theoretical or conceptual and application-oriented studies. The 40 studies included in this 

research literature review (see Table 4 in appendix) address the topic at different levels. The 

majority of studies included (approximately three-quarters) deal with transfer processes on 

a systemic level and approximately one third examine transfer from a corporate or entre-

preneurial perspective and/or at a VET institutional level; approximately one-sixth of the 

selected studies considered both levels. As defined in Section 2, all studies, regardless of their 

specific focus in the area of transfer research in VET, were initially included in the mapping 

procedure. To structure and systemize the studies and their findings, we summarize them 

and present key challenges and key success factors of VET transfer as stated in the research 

papers. Thereafter, the studies were categorized and classified according to their methodo-

logical approach, identifying six studies that addressed the topic of transfer on a theoretical-

conceptual level, 30 studies that dealt with the topic empirically, and four meta-studies that 

examined transfer processes based on literature reviews or a meta-analysis (see Table 4 in 

appendix).

In the literature review, we identify several studies dedicated to the implementation of 

a dual VET system with different approaches. In addition to ideas for a possible business 

model to promote and commercialize dual vocational education (Jonda, 2012), other studies 

focus on VET policy transfer (Barabasch & Wolf, 2011), on piloting a scientific transfer mo-

del in practice (Bohlinger & Wolf, 2016), or they identify training strategies used by German 

companies abroad (Körbel et al., 2017). 

Another central focus in various studies is the transfer recipient country and the per-

spective of the transferee (Barabasch & Wolf, 2010; Bohlinger & Wolf, 2016; Euler, 2019). 

Here, a common finding is that the understanding of duality needs to be clarified and core 

challenges need to be addressed as part of the design of the transfer process. The insight that 

the transfer cannot take place as a one-to-one copy is the result of many studies (Euler, 2013; 

Hummelsheim & Baur, 2014; Stockmann, 2013). Instead, VET transfer is about adapting to 

the context of the recipient country and introducing appropriate, for instance, dual training 

elements (Euler, 2013; Ramasamy, 2020). 

The analysis of the research literature shows that there is not just one way of implementing 

specific, for example competence-oriented, training structures. Rather, there is a variety of 

different approaches to establishing VET elements (that are based on, e.g., the German mo-

del). Different VET elements can be introduced at different levels. The examined implemen-

tation approaches range from the development of a business model idea at the system level 

(Jonda, 2012) to the establishment of an autonomous qualification center at the individual 

company level (Krzywdzinski & Jürgens, 2019). Therefore, the analysis of the transfer condi-

tions plays a major role in transfer approaches. These strategies include a systematic further 
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development of vocational education at the micro, meso and macro levels. According to the 

analyzed studies, the development of legal frameworks could be identified as an implemen-

tation measure on the macro level (Barabasch & Wolf, 2010, 2011; Krzywdzinski & Jürgens, 

2019); on the meso and micro level, measures included the modification of certifications 

and curricula and the creation of further training measures for students and teachers (Boh-

linger & Wolf, 2016; Krzywdzinski & Jürgens, 2019). The choice of the respective strategy is 

conditioned by internal as well as external influence factors, i.e., that the implementation or 

transfer approaches can vary considerably from country to country or even from company to 

company (Körbel et al., 2017).

3.2 Key Challenges in VET Transfer

One of the key challenges in the transfer of VET elements is the low social standing of the 

VET system in many countries. In this context, the included studies observed that the accep-

tance of VET institutions as an equitable alternative to academic education is low in many 

target countries (Fraunhofer MOEZ, 2012; Van der Burgt et al., 2014; Welfens, 2016). As a 

consequence, companies are less willing to invest in complex VET elements, which results 

in generally low investments in the VET system in the respective countries (Wiemann, 2020; 

Wiemann & Pilz, 2020). 

Furthermore, a central challenge in VET transfer is rooted in communication difficulties 

(Fraunhofer MOEZ, 2012; Haering et al., 2014; Pfaffe, 2019). These communication barriers 

can be attributed to both linguistic and cultural differences (Li, 2017). For example, in many 

target countries there is a lack of English language skills on the part of trainees, trainers and 

project officers, which can have an aggravating effect on transfer activities (Haering et al., 

2014). Since the transfer process requires a great deal of coordination between the involved 

parties, successful communication is essential (Peters, 2019a). Here, the support of technical, 

linguistic, and cultural experts in both the recipient and transferring countries is needed (Li, 

2017). 

In addition, some studies indicate that transfer activities can be met with distrust and re-

sistance from different stakeholders (Bohlinger & Wolf, 2016; Krzywdzinski & Jürgens, 2019; 

Pfaffe 2019). This skepticism can be attributed to different causes: In addition to different 

traditions in the recipient countries to which the participants want to adhere, negative previ-

ous experiences with transfer activities can also lead to resistance (Bohlinger & Wolf, 2016; 

Krzywdzinski & Jürgens, 2019; Eichhorst et al., 2012).
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3.3 Key Success Factors in VET Transfer

Beside the challenges listed above, the literature reviewed also reveals success factors for 

the transfer of VET elements to other contexts. According to numerous reviewed studies, 

knowledge of the contextual conditions and the resulting adaptation to the conditions in the 

target country is a prerequisite for the successful implementation of VET elements (Bliem et 

al., 2014; Fraunhofer MOEZ, 2012; Peters, 2019a, 2019b; Pfaffe, 2019). This is consistent with 

the notion that transfer must be a process of adaptation and adjustment. In this context, the 

example of Stockmann (2019) points to the importance of flexible project management that 

reacts to changing environmental conditions and does not stick too rigidly to the original 

model.

Furthermore, close cooperation between the involved parties is stated as an important 

basis for successful VET transfer (Aring, 2014; Gessler, 2019). Therefore, constant commu-

nication is necessary to prevent misunderstandings and conflicts of interest. Furthermore, a 

reliable basis of trust between the participants can be established through constant exchange 

(Peters, 2019b). This relationship-building is not limited to bilateral cooperation between 

national and international partners. All stakeholders involved should also cooperate closely 

with each other and show a similar understanding of as well as trust in the targeted transfer 

project. 

In addition, the role of individuals and the competence of instructors as well as other de-

cision-makers is an important influencing factor (Dowling et al., 2008). In particular, know-

ledge of how the relevant VET system works has a significant impact on the success of the 

transfer process (Wiemann & Pilz, 2020). Here, the participation of trained and experienced 

expatriates or trainers, especially at the beginning of the transfer activities, constitutes a po-

sitive influencing factor for a successful transfer (Körbel et al., 2017). 

Another success factor consists of having a goal-oriented organization with transparent 

structures. In this context, it is important to clarify responsibilities and the associated accoun-

tability at both state and private-sector level (Bliem et al., 2014; Peters, 2019b; Stockmann, 

2019). Considering the large number of actors involved in VET transfer, it is of great impor-

tance that the organizational structures and the distribution of tasks are presented transpa-

rently to create binding framework conditions for the dual system (Krekel & Walden, 2016). 

A number of studies also draw attention to the importance of companies' willingness to 

provide training (Bliem et al., 2014; Gonon, 2014; Krekel & Walden, 2016). Only if compa-

nies are willing to invest in training activities can the potential of VET structures be tapped. 

To ensure the commitment of involved companies, the training costs incurred must be out-

weighed by corresponding training benefits for the companies (Bliem et al., 2014; Krekel & 

Walden, 2016; Langthaler, 2017).
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3.4 Implications

The systematic literature review of international VET research indicates that ex-ante evalua-

tions of key concepts and approaches underlying one particular VET system and its central 

contextual (e.g., socio-cultural) factors should be conducted before beginning a transfer pro-

cess to assess the transfer project's chances of realization and at the same time to be able to 

provide effective training in accordance with the local labor market (demands) (e.g., Stock-

mann & Silvestrini, 2013). The primary objective of this evaluation is to provide a broad 

prospective analysis of both the situation in the transferee and recipient country before the 

transfer activities begin, so that possible barriers can be identified before they occur (Wie-

mann, 2020). In this context, an analysis of the various local institutions and actors involved 

should take place (e.g., Pilz, 2017). Gessler (2017) suggest that by analyzing the financial 

situation of potential trainees in advance, effective measures could be developed to create 

an incentive to take up and complete training. Furthermore, the respective national frame-

work conditions must be examined, as these in turn impact the demand for specific training 

structures and targeted outcomes (Pilz, 2017). In addition, legal regulations and institutional 

responsibilities in the transferee countries must be evaluated in terms of whether they are 

compatible with the system in a recipient country.

The adaptation of VET approaches to the actual conditions in the target countries is close-

ly linked to the aforementioned ex-ante evaluation of the contextual conditions. Adaptation 

processes require, in particular, flexibility in transfer that responds to the changing influen-

cing factors (e.g., Stockmann, 2019; Wiemann & Pilz, 2020). It is essential that the reference 

model is not followed too rigidly and that appropriate adaptations are developed within a 

local cooperation (Wiemann & Pilz, 2020). As part of the adaptation processes, for instance 

the infrastructural requirements or the economic structures of the target country must be 

taken into account to adapt the transfer approach accordingly.

The results of the present analysis of the state of international VET research clearly show 

that individual persons involved in the transfer process, can have a great influence on VET 

transfer. The findings indicate that the professional expertise of the actors involved should 

be examined and, if competences are lacking, measures should be established to effectively 

address these deficits. In particular, the training of teaching staff is of great importance in 

the context of VET transfer. The quality of trainers can be consequently improved through 

higher-level training or education opportunities based on international standards (e.g., Gess-

ler, 2019; Körbel et al., 2017; Peters, 2019b).

Another important aspect to ensure successful international cooperation and VET trans-

fer is the communication between participants involved. Particularly with regard to the sus-

tainability of the transfer process, continuous communication and cooperation between VET 

practitioners from various institutions is required. In this context, the socio-cultural impact 

of communication is often underestimated, giving way to misunderstandings (e.g., Lange & 



152 Transfer in VET – A Systematic Literature Review

Hohnwald, 2008). As a result, in the course of VET transfer, the communication culture of 

the countries and institutions involved should be examined and considered in the adaption 

to the recipient country (Li, 2017). For instance, when translating into local languages, it 

should be ensured that the translators are familiar with the cultures involved and can thus 

assure a translation that is appropriate to the meaning, i.e., functional equivalence (Li, 2017).

The research analysis suggests that communication is a central influencing factor in VET 

cooperation and transfer on several levels. For example, transparent organization of respon-

sibilities should ensure communication between various stakeholders, including the state, 

private businesses, trade unions, educational institutions, educational staff, and trainees. 

Therefore, instruments that enable or promote the exchange between the participants invol-

ved are required, and relatively flat hierarchies and constant communication should be paid 

attention to (Kenzhegaliyeva, 2018). In the future, digital solutions to support supra-regional 

communication and cooperation in VET should be further developed and systematically 

implemented.

4 Limitations and Outlook

This section outlines limitations of the presented literature review in terms of theoretical 

and methodological issues as well as regarding the systematic processing and analysis of the 

studies. Finally, an outlook on further research needs is provided.

Although the review was guided by established methodological and research standards to 

ensure a methodologically sound approach, it cannot be ruled out that some relevant studies 

were not found and included (Sturma et al., 2016). Although the systematic search approach 

using several keyword combinations in different databases reduced the likelihood that rele-

vant studies were disregarded, there is still a risk that relevant publications were not included 

in the present literature review (Ritschl et al., 2016). In general, using the inclusion criteria 

applied may be accompanied by the exclusion of potentially relevant studies. This might be 

due to the fact that only publications in German and English were included in the review, 

thus possibly leading to an exclusion of relevant literature in other languages. In addition, 

only studies published in a specific time period (2010-2020) were considered. These decisi-

ons were necessary due to time and cost constraints and for efficiency reasons, as a translati-

on of studies published other languages would have exceeded the available scope. However, 

since the transfer of VET is controversially discussed internationally and hence there may 

be literature available in languages other than German or English, it would be interesting to 

consider these studies in future work. 

As a further general limitation, Sturma et al. (2016) emphasize that the involvement of 

several people in the search, selection and evaluation process can significantly increase the 

objectivity and thus the quality of the literature review. Thus, the objectivity of the sub-pro-
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cesses of the present review must be considered critically, as both the choice of databases 

and the formulation of the inclusion criteria are based on the national perspective of the 

authors. The same applies to the definition of the keywords and the literature search itself. 

The objectivity of the present work could have been increased by involving external experts 

from the same research discipline in the process, especially when creating the search terms 

(Klatt, 2019).

There might also be limitations regarding the processing and analysis of the included 

studies. As the literature review using a narrative approach by Li and Pilz (2021) has shown, 

VET transfer research is based on various academic disciplines. Overall, Li and Pilz (2021) 

provide a broad understanding of VET transfer and underline the high complexity and chal-

lenges of VET transfer. In the review presented here, we used a similar broad approach to 

transfer in VET in our analysis. The studies included here can certainly be analyzed in greater 

depth. One common finding regarding the methodology of the assessed literature is that the 

majority of the included publications is based on a case-study approach (Gessler et al., 2019; 

Krzywdzinski & Jürgens, 2019; Peters, 2019a). This method is not without controversy, and 

its representativeness and generalizability are often challenged (Hildenbrand, 1991; Simons, 

2009). In addition, there is criticism that case studies often show a certain inaccuracy and 

lack of objectivity (Rowley, 2002; Yin, 2009). However, case studies allow for "deep insights 

into the object of investigation" (Peters, 2019b, p. 83) and accurate and in-depth research in 

socio-political contexts (Kelle & Kluge, 2010). 

Overall, the studies examined differ in their methodology and in their sample composi-

tion, in some cases considerably. The broad mapping approach was chosen to obtain a com-

prehensive overview of the current state of research. However, this affects the comparability 

of the results. Even though the present study attempted to systematically arrange the studies 

according to the level at which they address transfer, it cannot be assumed that their respecti-

ve results are directly comparable with each other. For future reviews, it would be conceivable 

to include only those studies that are based on the same methodology and/or focus on the 

same source and recipient countries.

Furthermore, our analyses demonstrate a general limitation: a significant number of the 

studies screened during the literature review did not provide sufficient fundamental infor-

mation that would be expected by any research publication, i.e., precise descriptions of re-

search methods, procedures used, sample descriptions, materials, and evaluation approaches 

(see also Section 2.4). This limitation indicates that higher compliance with research quality 

standards need to be ensured for the future publication of research results in this area. This 

is also a necessary prerequisite to ensure stronger connectivity of studies to the current state 

of research as well as replicability of the findings. A greater emphasis should be placed on the 

call for these requirements in the future research in this field.



154 Transfer in VET – A Systematic Literature Review

One focus of this review was the German dual VET system as a transfer object. In future re-

search, it would be useful to compare the implementation approaches and success conditions 

for the transfer of the German VET system to those for the transfer of comparable dual voca-

tional training systems. In this way, fruitful findings regarding the respective vocational trai-

ning transfers could be made compatible for practitioners in the field of VET cooperation. 

In general, the majority of the included studies is based on an investigation of a recipient 

country or company. Future research activities should therefore focus more on a comparati-

ve approach that compares and analyzes the transfer of dual vocational training in different 

countries and/or companies.

Despite these limitations, the present work succeeded in combining and analyzing re-

search publications on the transfer of VET systems with regard to implementation approa-

ches and the framework of conditions at different levels of observation. Thus, a comprehen-

sive overview of implementation approaches and conditions for success was provided, which 

offers important insights for VET practitioners. The generated knowledge about important 

contextual conditions on an individual, company and systemic level in the context of vo-

cational training transfer can offer numerous starting points for future vocational training 

cooperation or vocational training export to make transfer even more target-oriented. There 

is no single solution – but versatile approaches and strategies can serve as orientation aids 

to enable the successful transfer of vocational training systems across borders in the future. 
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Appendix

Table 4: Overview of the Included Studies

No Aim of the Study Method Sample Countries Involved Reference

Theoretical-conceptual

1
Identifying key processes related to the transfer of core  
elements of the German dual training system to the SENA-
TI training program

Document analysis

Documents and studies of SENATI; 
Comprehensive documentation of the 
vocational education and training  
cooperation (1998-2003) 

Germany, Peru
Angles & Lindemann 
(2019)

2 Investigating the policy transfer process in the context of 
vocational training cooperation in three countries

Analysis of the VET policy transfer 
process

Germany, Egypt,  
Malaysia, Korea

Barabasch & Wolf 
(2010)

3 Further developing and applying a theoretical model for 
the analysis of the policy transfer process using three 
examples 

Document analysis of gray and  
scientific literature; filtering for rele-
vant topics using "indexing" method

Germany, China, 
Turkey

Barabasch & Wolf 
(2011)

4 Examining how CARICOM members relied upon the  
policy tool of 'cooperative educational transfer' at the 
regional level; Analyzing how authoritative action in the 
movement of policy ideas is undertaken across national 
educational policies

Case study: Summative content 
analysis of policy discourse

Educational policies of 13 CARICOM 
members 

Caribbean Community 
(CARICOM)

Jules (2015)

5 Answering fundamental questions related to the transfer 
of German vocational training in the context of the project 
"WEB-TT" in Egypt

Practice-oriented analysis (demand 
pull and technology push)

3 inter-company training centers for the 
construction industry; further partners: 
Factories construction industry in Egypt

Germany, Egypt Meyser (2014)

6 Presenting lessons learned from the experiences, results 
and successes of the work performed by the "Regional 
Association for Technical and Vocational Education" 
(RAVTE) in the ASEAN region; perspectives for the use 
and development of regional structures for VET research, 
systems, and cooperation

Descriptive report
27 member universities from 8 countries 
in the ASEAN region

Asian countries 
(ASEAN countries)

Schröder (2019)
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No Aim of the Study Method Sample Countries Involved Reference

Empirical

7 Examining the effectiveness of dual vocational education 
in the U.S. through an analysis of case studies with a focus 
on their strengths and weaknesses

Case study based on literature 
review; interviews with various 
parties; site visits 

Various participants in apprenticeship 
training at BMW, Siemens, and VW in 
the USA  

Germany, USA Aring (2014)

8
Describing and reflecting on practical experiences  
regarding the feasibility of transferring the dual  
apprenticeship system to other countries

Observation; author acted as an 
external advisor or representative of 
the donor agency

Apprentices from: Nicaragua/the Phillip-
pines (small and micro-enterprises in the 
informal sector); Bolivia (local business 
associations); Burkina Faso (workshop/
workplace of the master) 

Nicaragua, Bolivia, the 
Philippines, Burkina 
Faso, Switzerland

Batliner (2014)

9 Identifying key success factors that are necessary for the 
successful and sustainable establishment of dual vocational 
training

Interviews; content analysis
Representatives of training companies 
and potential training companies as part 
of the SMART NET project

Austria, Germany,  
Switzerland, Slovakia

Bliem et al. (2014)

10
Investigating whether policy transfer can reduce structu-
rally induced unemployment

Case study
Greek hospitality industry: 2 locations, i. 
e. Athens and Heraklion, 170 apprentices 
in 35 training companies

Germany, Greece
Bohlinger & Wolf 
(2016)

11
Investigating how partnerships have been developed 
between three major industry sectors and schools at a 
systemic level

Semi-structured interviews 

50 school and industry members, e.g. 
school principals and teachers, workplace 
and school coordinators, or industry 
project officers 

Australia Flynn et al. (2015)

12

Analyzing how multinational companies (MNCs) imple-
ment dual training structures in the U.S.

Qualitative case study; interviews

Apprenticeship Network: network of 8 
companies partnering with local  
community college, the State Department 
of Labor and High Schools  
n = 14 interviews and 167 documents

Germany, Austria, 
Switzerland, USA

Fortwengel & Jackson 
(2016)

13

Identifying and presenting driving and inhibiting factors in 
the export of German vocational training services

Interviews

14 collaborative projects (49 subprojects) 
as basis interviews with 39 subprojects 
participated 3 regionally oriented focus 
group meetings with the collaborative 
partners

Germany
Fraunhofer MOEZ 
(2012)
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14
Examining the strategies of multinational companies 
(MNCs) for transferring strategies used in German  
vocational education and training to the international level 

Expert interviews

Experts: Subsidiary managers, human 
resource executives, training managers 
Germany: n=15; Mexico: n=105; India: 
n=67; China: n=73

Germany, Mexico, 
India, China 

Fuchs (2020)

15
Analyzing the transfer of competency-based education and 
training (CBET) to Namibia 

Case study; analysis of registered 
unit standards in terms of level and 
credits provided by the NQA

Analyzing the registered unit standards 
of the National Qualifications Framework 
(NQF): (n = 1,277)

England (Germany), 
Namibia

Gessler & Peters 
(2020)

16

Investigating a vocational training transfer from a German 
company to a plant in the U.S. 

Case study based on document  
analysis; expert interviews; site visits

Document: Tuscoloosa News,  
documentation from the factory itself 
(DaimlerChrysler) and academic studies 
of the factory¸ expert interviews (n=6); 
site visits (n=2)

Germany, USA Gessler (2017)

17

Investigating whether vocational training transfer from 
Switzerland to India is possible

Document analyses; content  
analysis; interviews

Explorative interviews with the main 
project partners (n = 8) in Switzerland 
(e.g. directors, founders, ministries) 
Interviews with project partners in India 
(n = 80) Interviews with additional  
companies and associations (n = 7)

Switzerland, Germany, 
India

Haering et al. (2014)

18

Examining to what extent recruitment and qualification 
measures are adapted to the respective country-specific 
conventions

Case studies; 
semi-structured interviews; 
document analysis;observation at 
production level

2 medium-sized companies in China 
(automobile, textile, and consumer goods 
industries: Krones Machinery (Taicang) 
Co., Ltd. Kern-Liebers (Taicang) Co., 
Ltd); interviews with: German companies 
(n=4), Chinese vocational schools (n=2), 
Chinese company (n=1), Chamber of 
Commerce Shanghai (n=1)

Germany, China Holle (2019)

19
Investigating the training strategies of German compa-
nies in emerging countries and identifying obstacles and 
success factors

Interviews
16 German companies with a foreign 
location in Southeast Asia, Africa or 
Latin America

Germany, developing 
and emerging countries 
in Southeast Asia, Afri-
ca and Latin America

Körbel et al. (2017)
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20
Identifying possibilities and limitations of vocational 
training transfer to BRIC countries

Case study; interviews 

11 VW and Toyota factories in BRIC 
countries: a total of n=353 interviews 
conducted by parties involved at different 
levels

Germany, Brazil, Russia, 
India, China

Krzywdzinski & 
Jürgens (2019)

21 Examining the impact of international technical  
standardization and regulation on the design, organisation 
and delivery of apprenticeships in the aeronautical and 
aerospace sectors in England and Germany

Observation of apprentices in the 
workplace; semi-standardised  
interviews with apprentices, trainers 
and managers

Large companies with well-developed 
apprenticeship programs: England: n=3 
companies, Germany: n=4 companies

England, Germany Lahiff et al. (2019)

22 Investigating the extent to which a comparison between 
the original policy in the donor country and the  
transferred policy in the recipient country could be used to 
further develop the policy

Ex-ante evaluation; using pilot 
studies as examples to analyze the 
implementation of the VET peer 
review process in the two countries 

3 German schools (in North Rhine-West-
phalia) and 4 Chinese vocational schools 
(in Shanghai) 

Germany, China Li (2019)

23

Policy transfer at the institutional level: examining the 
extent to which there is potential to transfer the  
evaluation concept of peer review in TVET to China;  
deriving supporting and inhibiting factors from the study

Participant observations; qualitative 
interviews

4 participating TVET schools providing 
teaching in administration, health care, 
and the craft sector; evaluation of peer 
teams comprising 4 members: the  
coordinator, the deputy coordinator, and 
one peer for each of the subject areas 
selected by the school

Germany, China Li & Pilz (2019)

24 Obtaining information on the entire education and trai-
ning landscape in Germany and using this information to 
gain important pointers for successful foreign business in 
the future

Interviews
164 education and training providers 
involved in education exports

Germany Pfaffe (2019)

25
Investigating an education transfer within a company 
(Mercedes-Benz) and how success criteria can be defined 
and assessed in the context of international educational 
transfer

Case study; document analyses; 
semi-structured expert interviews; 
site inspections

Document analyses, expert interviews  
(n = 10), site visits (n = 3) 
Mercedes-Benz (MBSA plant in  
Germany, USA and South-Aftrica)

Germany, USA, South 
Africa

Peters (2019a); see 
also Peters (2019b)
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No Aim of the Study Method Sample Countries Involved Reference

26

Investigating the training practices of German companies 
in the USA, China, India and Japan, focusing on initial 
training

Semi-structured exploratory expert 
interviews

Training experts as company represen-
tatives  
USA: n=10  
China: n=11  
India: n=15  
Japan: n=5 

Germany, China, USA, 
India, Japan

Pilz (2016)

27 Investigating the training strategies of German companies 
in the U.S. with regard to their convergence or divergence 
from strategies used in the U.S.

Expert interviews
Representatives of German companies in 
the U.S. (n=10)

Germany, USA Pilz & Li (2019)

28
Analyzing the vocational and training behaviors of  
German corporations at their subsidiaries in the USA, 
China and India

Semi-structured exploratory expert 
interviews

Training experts as company  
representatives 
USA: n=10  
China: n=11 
India: n=15 

Germany, China, USA, 
India

Pilz & Li (2014)

29

Analyzing the importance of the curriculum design and 
teaching-learning arrangements at the micro level in the 
curriculum development process from a comparative VET 
perspective

Qualitative semi-structured  
interviews; group discussions 

11 focus group discussions and 15 one-
to-one interviews in the villages with 
project partners at the local level; Expert 
interviews with 4 different categories of 
experts: Vocational training institutes 
(n=2); vocational training providers  
(n=2); garment indstry (n=1);  
self-employed (n=1)

Western countries, 
India

Ramasamy (2020)

30

Transfer of a competency-based approach to rural Indian 
sewing courses; examined to what extent a competency-
based sewing skills curriculum is beneficial for vocational 
skills development of (female) learners in rural areas

Group and individual interviews; 
questionnaire; pilot study of newly 
developed curriculum: 8-week  
courses in all 4 villages; evaluation

Pilot study - Phase 1: 4 villages in 2 rural 
areas in the state of Tamil Nadu in South 
India; Phase 2: 10 experts about  
individual sewing skills to explore  
curriculum framing and teaching– 
learning arrangements from a pedagogi-
cal perspective

(South) India
Ramasamy & Pilz 
(2019)
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31 Investigating the transfer of a specific training system, the 
Manufacturing (M) Powered program, from Minnesota 
in the United States to South Africa; describing which 
features were important in the successful transfer of  
M-Powered to TDM-Powered

Case study: Questionnaires,  
interviews, documents 

Stakeholders who undertook to transfer 
M-Powered over to South Africa: 6 from 
USA, 8 from South Africa, 1 South  
African expatriate living in Minnesota

USA, South Africa Stuart (2013)

32

Analyzing the qualification practice of German companies 
in their foreign locations in Japan, India and China

Expert interviews

Interviews with decision-makers (e.g. 
HR managers, training managers) for the 
area of education and training in German 
companies in Japan, India, and China 
In Japan: 5 interviews  
In India: 15 interviews 
In China: 11 interviews

Germany, Japan, India, 
China

Van der Burgt et al. 
(2014)

33

Examining the effectiveness of the German model of dual 
apprenticeships when transferred to different national 
settings

Evaluation approach; interviews

Mexican Model of Dual Apprenticeships 
(MMFD): n = 32 
2 phone interviews with apprentices who 
had graduated from the programme in 
2015/16 (1 structured survey and 1  
semi-structured interview)

Germany, Mexico Valiente et al. (2020)

34 Investigating the transfer of dual initial training practices 
and further training measures in German multi-national 
companies

Expert interviews 
46 training managers in 12 active  
companies in all 3 countries

Germany, China, India, 
Mexico

Vogelsang & Pilz 
(2020)

35

Investigating the extent to which German manufacturing 
companies have transferred the dual vocational training 
model to three countries and which influencing variables 
affect this possible transfer

Qualitative analysis; expert  
interviews

Interviews with 149 training experts 
and managers of the human resources 
departments of subsidiaries of German 
production companiens; 86 companies in 
China, India and Mexico and responsible 
persons in public and private vocational 
training institutions

Germany, China, India 
and Mexico

Wiemann & Pilz 
(2019)
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36
Describing and analyzing the educational transfer project 
with a private company WEB-TT in Egypt and the "Train-
the-Trainer Made in Germany" interventions to investigate 
employment qualification in the Egyptian construction 
industry

Observations on construction sites; 
interviews with experts; evaluation 
of literature using methods of  
qualitative social and vocational 
training research; design and  
implementation of training activities

Interviews with managers and engineers 
of the construction company; expert-
interviews with construction engineers 
from German companies; discussions 
with local engineers and managers to 
understand the structure and regulations 
of Egyptian construction work

Germany, Egypt
Wolf (2013); see also 
Wolf (2017)

No Aim of the Study Method Sample Countries Involved Reference

Meta-analytical

37
Analyzing the existing literature on VET reform imple-
mentation for key determinants, trends, and gaps using 
a determinant framework and synthesizing the available 
evidence on reform implementation in VET to summarize 
the work in this field

Systematic literature review of 
reports and studies accessible in 
electronic research databases on 
VET and general education,  
academic databases on related 
topics, or international organisations 
doing VET research

Literature review of 1,835 sources, coding 
177 for 1,538 data points (including 
publications from 1984 - 2017). Of the 
177 coded sources, 62 are peer-reviewed 
literature, and 115 are non-peer-reviewed 
sources including 49 books and 66 others 
(e.g. policy reports)

Europe, Asia, Africa Caves et al. (2019)

38
Analyzing the constitutive elements of the German dual 
system and their (re-)design when transferred to other 
countries

Literature analysis of the relevant 
legal sources

Reflection of transfer examples from 
Switzerland, Austria, Netherlands,  
Denmark, Norway, Luxembourg, Eng-
land

Germany Euler (2013)

39 Analyzing the question to what extent dual vocational 
training can be exported and examining the future of dual 
vocational training in German-speaking countries

Meta-analysis of the current state of 
research on transfer (elements) of 
apprenticeship models

 
German-speaking coun-
tries with dual vocatio-
nal training system

Gonon (2014)

40
Investigating how Germany, as a transferor, can transfer 
elements of the dual system to Asian countries

Meta-analysis; descriptive analysis

14 GIZ VET projects in 10 Asian  
countries: Afghanistan, China, East 
Timor, Indonesia, Laos, Mongolia, Myan-
mar, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam

Germany, various Asian 
countries

Hummelsheim & 
Baur (2014)

41 Developing a key variable model of central success factors 
for sustainable vocational training projects

Meta-evaluation
Vocational training projects between 
1997 and 2010

Germany, Latin Ameri-
ca, China

Stockmann (2019)
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Conclusions: Research at the boundary between learning and working is highly parcelled 

out internationally. This scientific parcelling represents a disadvantage for exchanging ideas 

and accumulating knowledge. In addition to forming a parcelled field, a dividing line runs 

between centre, periphery and excluded countries and scientists. Especially scientists from 

developing countries and nations, economies in transition and those from post-conflict  

situations are excluded from the international discourse. This situation is more than just a 

disadvantage for the exchange of ideas and the accumulation of knowledge. Instead, there is 

a systematic bias in the research landscape here.

Keywords: Scoping Review, Mapping Review, Bibliometric Analysis, Work-based Learning, 

Workplace Learning, Technical and Vocational Education and Training, VET

1 Introduction

Vocational education and training systems and practices, unlike higher or general education, 

are considerably national in scope, which is why the field of vocational education and trai-

ning (VET) practice and governance is highly parcelled out internationally (OECD, 2014). 

This has implications for research: the research field itself is broad, fuzzy, dynamic and cha-

racterised by high growth (McGrath et al., 2019). One reason for this growth and fuzziness 

is the multidimensionality of the interface of working and learning: Economical, political, 

institutional, social, and individual issues are at once affected. A second reason is that the 

economic-social crises of recent years have been particularly evident at this interface, which 

is why solutions are being sought precisely at this interface. This led to a massive increase in 

societal, economical, political and scientific importance of VET and VET research (Cedefop 

& OECD, 2021). Despite this high and growing importance, it is largely unknown how this 

vibrant field of research is structured intellectually and conceptually. The purpose of our stu-

dy is to fill this gap to some extent by mapping and aggregating ten years of research at the 

boundary between learning and working, particularly in VET research.

The review type used is the scoping review, which is "used to map existing literature in a 

given field in terms of its nature, features, and volume. As such scoping reviews have also 

been called mapping reviews." (Peters et al., 2015, p. 141). Colquhoun et al. (2014) define a 

scoping or mapping review furthermore as "a form of knowledge synthesis that addresses an 

exploratory research question aimed at mapping key concepts, types of evidence, and gaps in 

research related to a defined area or field by systematically searching, selecting, and synthesi-

zing existing knowledge" (pp. 1292–1293).

Scoping reviews are still rare in the vocational education and training research lands-

cape (Gessler & Siemer, 2020). Nevertheless, some mapping approaches exisit: Bezerra et 

al. (2021) conducted a mapping of work-based learning research (period covered: no spe-
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cific period, papers included N=410). Very close to this focus, Moosa and Shareefa (2020) 

executed a mapping of the most-cited publications on workplace learning (period covered: 

1970–2019, papers included N=100). Further mapping reviews have focused on vocational 

education and training reform implementation (period covered: 1984–2017, papers included 

N=177) by Caves et al. (2021), digital technologies for situating vocational education and 

training (period covered: all years, papers included N=17) by Dobricki et al. (2020), transver-

sal competences (period covered: 2010–2019, papers included N=34) by Calero López and 

Rodríguez-López (2020), Nordic research on educational and vocational guidance (period 

covered: 2003-2016, papers included N=290) by Haug et al. (2019), collaborative techno-

logies for initial vocational education (period covered: all years, papers included N=26) by 

Schwendimann et al. (2018) and transfer of training (period covered: 1990–2015, papers 

included N=79) by Tonhäuser and Büker (2016).

The mentioned scoping reviews capture a specific aspect of research at the boundary bet-

ween working and learning with either smaller (N=17, 26, 34, 79) or larger units of analysis 

(N=100, 177, 290, 410). To date, no study has attempted to map the entire field of vocational 

education and training research internationally. Such approaches inevitably lead to studies 

encompassing a large number of publications. 

Using tools for bibliometric analysis, we mapped the research field at the boundary bet-

ween learning and working in a scoping review study. The scoping review provides the me-

thodological framework, ranging from database selection, article collection, analysis (here: 

using bibliometric analysis), interpretation, and conclusion. Another name for this type of 

research, which is a combination of scoping review and bibliometric analysis, is science map-

ping: The aim of sience mapping is to build bibliometric network and/or cluster maps which 

help to describe how a particular field of research is intellectually and conceptually structu-

red (Cobo et al., 2011a.). Our first research question is therefore: How is the research field 

intellectually structured? To determine the intellectual structure, we analyse latent networks 

of countries, journals, and authors. Our second research question is: How is the research field 

conceptually structured? To determine the conceptual structure, we analyse the density and 

centrality of clustered references and keywords. We apply both research questions to research 

published between 2011 and 2020.

2 Data Selection and Data Analysis

This study uses bibliometric analysis, a technique that is increasingly being used as a tool 

and basis for monitoring the research content and performance within scientific disciplines 

(Zupic & Čater, 2015). The purpose of bibliometric mapping is "to provide an overview of the 

structure of the scientific literature in a certain domain" (van Eck, 2011, p. 1). We performed 



173Gessler, Nägele, Stadler

a bibliometric field analysis to discover the intellectual structure and a bibliometric concept 

analysis to discover the conceptual structure of the field: 

(1) The bibliometric field analysis was conducted to identify the most productive and most 

cited countries, journals and authors and their relatedness. Using the software VOSViewer 

(van Eck & Waltman, 2010), we first executed the descriptive analysis, followed by a network 

analysis based on bibliographic coupling and co-citation analysis. Finally, we clustered the 

units of analysis (countries, journals, authors).

In the first step, we will describe the process of data selection, then the data analysis with the 

software (VOSViewer and SciMAT) and the bibliometric methods used (bibliographic coup-

ling, co-citation analysis and co-occurrence analysis).

2.1 Data Selection

Data Source

Major databases for bibliometric analysis are Google Scholar (free access), Scopus (paid ac-

cess, curated by Elsevier) and Web of Science Core Collection (paid access, curated by Cla-

rivate). For the analyses in this paper, we relayed on Scopus, because Google Scholar "simply 

crawls any information that is available" (Harzing & Alakangas, 2016, p. 802). Google Scholar 

lacks quality control. On the other hand, Scopus is curated, has a fine-grade classification of 

document types, and the metadata for our analyses are available in good quality (Visser et al., 

2021). Compared with the Web of Science Core Collection (WoS), Scopus has more compre-

hensive coverage, especially in Social Sciences (Martín-Martín et al., 2021). Overall, Scopus 

is better suited for our analysis than WoS. 

Search Terms

The terms vocational education and training (VET) and technical and vocational education 

and training (TVET) are widely used internationally; nevertheless, the multidimensiona-

lity of the interface mentioned at the beginning require an expansion of the search term. 

In this study, we used the following terms to scan the title and the keywords: Vocational 

education, vocational training, VET (and excluded veterin*), TVET, work-based learning, 
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(2) e bibliometric concept analysis was performed to identify the most cited references and 

the most commonly used keywords and their relatedness. Using the so ware SciMAT (Cobo 

et al., 2011b; Cobo et al., 2012), we first conducted a descriptive analysis, then a strategic 

map analysis based on a co-occurrence analysis, and nally clustered the units of analysis 

(references and keywords).
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workplace learning, apprentice*, skill formation, further education, further training, indust-

rial education, industrial training, technical education and technical training.

Delimitation of the search area

The search was limited to the document-type article and review and the period from 2011 
to 2020. Another limitation was the subject area, which was restricted to the social sciences.  
Publications without country information of the author were excluded, and the source type 
was limited to journals, as these are the most widely noticed and therefore most accurately 
reflect the state of knowledge. The publication stage (final and in press) and the language (e.g., 
English, Spanish, French, German) were not restricted. The last search update took place on 
June 5, 2021. Delayed 2020 articles added to Scopus after that date were not included.

Eligibility and Appraisal

2.2 Data Analysis

In a comparative analysis of nine bibliometric software tools (Bibexcel, CiteSpace, CoPalRed, 
IN-SPIRE, Leydesdorff ’s Software, NetworkWorkbench Tool, Science of Science [Sci2 –Tool] 
VantagePoint and VOSViewer) the developers of SciMAT found that "not all the software 
tools are able to extract all the bibliometric networks, and, so, different tools have to be used 
to analyze a field from different perspectives" (Cobo et al., 2011a, p. 1400). We used two bi-
bliometric software tools: VOSViewer and SciMAT. The strengths of VOSViewer lie in the 
visualisation of clusted networks (here: networks of countries, journals, and authors). Whe-
reas we used SciMAT for the concept analysis (here: references and keywords). First, we will 
present the software then the techniques used for the extraction of data from the data corpus.

One strength of scoping reviews is that they can provide an overview of a research topic 

or area. Our study considers peer-reviewed articles published between 2011 and 2020 and 

recorded in Scopus. In total, 5,474 articles are included in our analysis. However, scoping 

reviews also have weaknesses. A central one is that scoping reviews "do not, for example, 

assess the quality of the evidence in primary research reports in any formal sense" (Arksey 

& O´Malley, 2005, p. 30). For this reason, the data source used (here: a curated database, 

Scopus, containing only peer-reviewed articles) is particularly important. As we relayed on 

papers published in peer-revied journals, recorded in Scoupus, we did no further quality- 

related check of the content of the papers. All identified studies from the field of social sci- 

ences that matched the search terms were included in our analysis without further quality 

control.
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2.2.1 VOSViewer and SciMAT

VOSViewer is a software tool for constructing and visualising bibliometric networks. The 
strengths of VOSViewer lie in the visualisation of clusted networks. The software is the result 
of the PhD project of van Eck (2011), in collaboration with Waltman (van Eck & Waltman, 
2007) at the Erasmus University of Rotterdam, the Netherlands. 

Calculation of the relatedness of objects: The analysis starts in VOSViewer with the produc-
tion of a data matrix based on bibliographic coupling, co-citations or co-occurrences. Nor-

malisation of the relatedness scores: This data matrix is normalised in a second step to yield a 
similarity matrix. To calculate the similarity of the two items, the association strengths tech-
nique is used. In direct comparison, the probabilistic measures of the association strengths 
technique exhibit better normalisation than the set-theoretic measures of, for instance, the 
Jaccard index (van Eck & Waltman, 2009).

After construction of the data matrix, the network is visualised by means of, first, VOS 
mapping technique and, second, VOS clustering technique. In a comparison of the VOS 
mapping technique with more familiar multidimensional scaling (MDS), the authors found 
that MDS is prone to circularity, whereas VOS does not have this problem. "We have found 
that maps constructed using the VOS approach provide a more satisfactory representation 
of the underlying data set than maps constructed using either of the MDS approaches" (van 
Eck et al., 2010, p. 16). 

 
 

The VOS clustering technique can be regarded as an alternative to other clustering tech-
niques, such as hierarchical clustering (van Eck, 2011, p. 19). Clusters can produce conflicts; 
for example, "having well-separated clusters of items may conflict with having distances that 
accurately reflect the similarity or relatedness of items" (van Eck, 2011, p. 117). Mapping and 
clustering can nevertheless be viewed as complementary: Mapping produces detailed maps 
on continuous data, while clustering produces coarse maps on binary data (Waltman et al., 
2010). A cluster "is a set of closely related nodes. Each node in a network is assigned to exactly 
one cluster. The number of clusters is determined by a resolution parameter. The higher the 
value of this parameter, the larger the number of clusters" (van Eck & Waltman, 2014, p. 295). 

 Nodes (and their relations) in a map can be either graph-based or distance-based in terms 

of how they are visualised. "Distance-based maps are maps in which the distance between 

two items reflects the strength of the relation between the items. A smaller distance generally 

indicates a stronger relation" (van Eck & Waltman, 2010, p. 525). For graph-based maps, the 

criterion for visualisation is not distance or proximity to show the strength of relationships 

but aesthetically pleasing graphs, which is why unlimited iterations are possible in approxi- 

mating the visual optimum (e.g., Fruchterman & Reingold, 1991). In short, distance-based 

representations are more informative than graph-based maps. VOSViewer produces dis- 

tance-based maps and uses a mapping technique for the construction of the maps, which the 

authors call visualisation of similarities (VOS).
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Waltman and van Eck use an algorithm they call a smart local moving algorithm to detect and 

optimise the clusters (Waltman & van Eck, 2013).

SciMAT (Science Mapping Analysis Software Tool) was developed at the University of 

Grenada in Spain by Cobo, López-Herrera, Herrera-Viedma and Herrera (Cobo et al., 2012). 

The workflow is comparable with the described process of VOSViewer: Network extraction 

with a data matrix as a result, normalisation with a similarity matrix as a result, mapping 

combined with clustering and, finally, the visualisation. Different network extraction tech-

niques are offered, such as co-occurrence, coupling and direct linkage, and different norma-

lisation techniques can be used, such as association strengths, Salton’s cosine and the Jaccard 

index. To get the map and its associated clusters, a clustering technique must be applied. The 

developers implemented, among other techniques, the simple center algorithm, which we 

used in our study for two reasons: The simple center algorithm is an accepted and often used 

algorithm in co-word-studies. Furthermore, "the simple centers algorithm automatically re-

turns labelled clusters, so a post-process to label the clusters is not needed." (Cobo et al., 

2011b, p. 149). The labels of the clusters in Figures 7 and 8 have their origin in the application 

of this algorithm.

We used SciMAT for the concept analysis. SciMAT adds another analysis step to the alrea-

dy described analysis process: Callon’s density and centrality measures, as network measures 

are detected for each identified cluster (Callon et al., 1991; Cobo et al., 2012). The result of 

this additional analysis is a strategic map with four sectors (Figure 1).

 

Figure 1: Strategic Map (Based on Cobo et al., 2012, p. 1618)

Themes in the quadrant motor clusters (top right) with high density and high centrality mea-

sures "are both well developed and important for the structure of the research field" (Cobo 

et al., 2018, p. 265). Themes in the quadrant of highly developed and isolated clusters (top left) 
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with high density and low centrality are highly specialised, with intense internal ties within 
the cluster but weak external ties with other clusters. Themes in the quadrant emerging or 
declining clusters (bottom left) are "both weakly developed and marginal. The themes in 
this quadrant have low density and low centrality and mainly represent either emerging or 
disappearing themes" (Cobo et al., 2018, p. 265). Themes in the quadrant basic and transver-

sal clusters (bottom right) have high centrality but low density. Themes in this quadrant are 
important, with mainly general, basic themes.

2.2.2 Bibliographic Coupling, Co-Citation Analysis and Co-Occurrence Relations

Bibliographic coupling is "about the overlap in the reference lists of publications. The larger 
the number of references two publications have in common, the stronger the bibliographic 
coupling relation between the publications" (van Eck & Waltman, 2014, p. 287). It is defined 
as follows: "A single item of reference used by two papers was defined as a unit of coupling 
between them" (Kessler, 1963, p. 10). Therefore, if two entities (e.g. authors) share the same 
reference(s), they are bibliographically coupled. The strength of the link increases with the 
number of shared references. Another method to identify similarities between entities is via 
popular co-citation analysis (Figure 2). Co-citation "is defined as the frequency with which 
two documents are cited together" (Small, 1973, p. 265).

Figure 2: Comparison Between Bibliographic Coupling and Co-Citation Analysis
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A co-occurrent relation is, in contrast to bibliographic coupling and co-citation analysis, 
"established between two units (authors, terms, or references) when they appear together in 
a set of documents; that is, when they co-occur throughout the corpus" (Cobo et al., 2012, 
p. 1611). The more frequent the number of common occurrences or co-occurrences, the 
stronger the relation between the units (here: References and keywords). A third document 
(figure: Doc C), as in the case of co-citation analysis, is not required. In addition, an identical 
match, as in the case of bibliographic coupling, is not required. Co-occurrence analysis can 
detect latent patterns linking different entities. Co-occurrence analyses are used to analyse 
the conceptual structure of the scientific research area with a focus on references and key-
words (Cobo et al., 2011a).

The processing of cited references is a challenging task because the form of citations can 
differ. "VOSviewer starts by parsing cited references in order to identify their constituent 
elements, such as author names, publication years, source titles, volume numbers, and so on" 
(van Eck & Waltman, 2020, p. 31). After parsing the references, a match key for each refe-
rence is constructed by combing the name of the first author, the publication year, the volume 
(if not available the journal title) and the beginning page number (or, if the beginning page 
number is not available, the article number). If no match key can be constructed, the DOI 
is used, and if no DOI is available, the raw reference string is used as the match key. Match 
keys were constructed for each document. If matching match keys between documents exist, 
a bibliographic coupling link is established. Bibliographic coupling links between countries, 
journals and authors are "aggregated from the level of individual documents to the aggregate 
level" (van Eck & Waltman, 2020, p. 32).

Co-citation analysis relies on a third document (Figure 2: Doc C) to identify links between 

documents. Because of this prerequisite, it is di�cult to discover links between documents 

that have been published recently. Bibliographic coupling is, conversely, "able to cluster very 

recent papers" (Boyack & Klavans, 2010, p. 2391). In the search for the most accurate clus- 

ter solution of "pure citation-based approaches, bibliographic coupling gave the most accu- 

rate solution, followed closely by co-citation analysis" (Boyack & Klavans, 2010, p. 2402). 

Bibliographic coupling was used to identify the thematic similarities or latent collaboration 

between countries and journals. To identify the latent collaboration between authors by de- 

tecting the most cited authors, we used co-citation analysis. Bibliographic coupling and co- 

citation analysis are used to analyse the intellectual structure of the scientific research field 

with a focus on networks of countries, journals and authors (Cobo et al., 2011a).
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also grown from about 2 in 2011/2012 to 2.5 in 2019/2020. How are these values to be inter-
preted? Harzing and Alakangas (2016) found in their study that social sciences and humani-
ties academics published papers with 2 to 2.5 authors. The determined number of 2.5 authors 
per article is thus not conspicuous in the context of these disciplines. However, it should be 
noted that the number of authors per article is increasing, which may be an indicator that the 
problems studied have become more complex. In addition, the scientific field as a whole can 
be described as cooperation-oriented, with almost 80% of articles being multi-author.

3.2 Analysis of Countries

3.2.1 Local Most Productive and Most Cited Countries

Based on a bibliographic coupling link analysis, the local (in the data corpus) most produc-
tive (in the sense of the number of papers published) and most cited countries are shown in 
Table 2. In the bibliometric data, each author is indicated with his or her institutional affilia-
tion, which in turn determines the country affiliation. Thus, the country affiliation does not 
refer to the nationality of the scientist, but to the nationality of the science environment, the 
science institution and community hosting her of him.

The threshold for including a country in the analysis was set to a minimum number of 
30 published articles per country. Thirty-four countries met the threshold. For each of the 
34 countries, the number of articles (Art.) and citations (Cit.), the article effectiviness (AE) 
and the total bibliographic coupling links strengths (TBCLS) were calculated. The number of 
articles for a country refers to the total number of articles in the selected local data corpus. 
The number of counted citations of a country refers to the total number of citations of an 
article that Scopus records for the respective article. The counting method used to calculate 
the TBCLS was fractional. Fractional counting means that the weight of a bibliographic link 
is fractionated and thus proportionally divided and distributed among the countries of the 
co-authors. If multiple author countries are involved in an article, for example, and the total 
number of author countries is 3, then the bibliographic coupling links of a co-authorship 
country has a weight of 1/3. The countries in Table 2 are sorted in descending order accor-
ding to the total bibliographic coupling link strengths (TBCLS).
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Table 2: Local Most Productive and Most Cited Countries

The country with the highest number of publications (N=965) and citations (N=8440) is, by 
far, the United Kingdom, followed by the United States of America and Australia. The coun-
try with the highest publication effectiveness is the Netherlands (14.2), followed by Canada 
and Belgium. The country with the highest total bibliographic coupling links is again the 
United Kingdom (12360) followed by the United States of America and Germany.

3.2.2 Bibliographic Coupling Between Countries

Bibliographic couling means that if two documents share the same reference(s), they are bi-
bliographically coupled. Since the representation of the visualisation in Figure 3 is distance-
based, this means that the closer two countries are in the network, the more similar the 
literature references used. We made the following assumption: The similarity of the used lite-
rature references between countries can be interpreted as the similarity of thinking between 
countries. After the calculation of the strengths of the total bibliographic coupling link, we 
clustered the network two times: The first time with a resolution of 1.0 (Figure 3a) and the 
second time with a coarser resolution of 0.8 (Figure 3b). The distance-based graph does not 
change, as this graph is based on the bibliographic coupling links between each country, but 
the clusters are different.
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Figure 3: Bibliographic Coupling Between Countries (Weights: TBCLS)

Brief summary of the method – the key parameters used to calculate and visualise the country 

network and clusters: The type of analysis is a bibliographic coupling. The unit of analysis is 
countries. The threshold is a minimum of 30 documents from one country. We selected all 
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countries that resulted (N=34). Relatedness was calculated using the fractional count method 
and an attraction coefficient of 2 and a repulsion coefficient of 1. Normalisation of relatedness 
values was performed using the association strength technique. Cluster resolution was set to 1.0 
in Figure 3a and 0.8 in Figure 3b. 

In Table 3, the two solutions (Figure 3a and Figure 3b) are presented. The countries are 
sorted within the cluster in descending order based on their total bibliographic coupling link 
strengths.

Table 3: Clusters of Countries Based on Bibliographic Coupling

The seven-cluster solution (Figure 3a) partly confirms assumptions of homogeneity: The 
German-speaking countries Germany, Switzerland and Austria are grouped within one clus-
ter (cyan), and the Romance-speaking countries Spain, France, Italy, Portugal, Brazil and 
Chile are grouped in another cluster (blue). Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand together form 
a Southeast Asia cluster (purple), but this cluster also includes Taiwan and Nigeria. Nigeria 
is surprising at first glance, but understandable because Nigeria and Malaysia have a great 
closeness in TVET development and cooperation (Mohammad & Ismail, 2019). Taiwan is 
more closely situated to China in the distance-based map (therefore a high bibliographic 
coupling) but, after clustering, placed together with Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, and Ni-
geria within one cluster (purple). The researchers from Finland, Sweden, Norway, and Den-
mark form another regional cluster (yellow), as do the United Kingdom, Australia, New Ze-
aland and Ireland, together with Turkey and Slovenia (green). The Netherlands, Belgium and 
South Africa together form a small sixth cluster (orange), and the United States of America, 
along with the Russian Federation, Canada, China & Hong Kong, India, Greece, South Korea 
a seventh large cluster (red). In the four-cluster solution, some clusters remain largely stable 
(red, blue, green and yellow), while others merge: the German-speaking and the Romance-
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speaking countries are forming a joint cluster, the clusters led by the United Kingdom and 
the Netherlands, and the clusters led by the United States and Malaysia form another cluster. 

The similarity of thinking appears to be influenced by historical-cultural, regional-econo-
mic and/or political factors (e.g., Finland, Sweden, Norway, and Denmark; Malaysia, Indo-
nesia, and Thailand; United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand). Partial correspondence 
exists with typologisations that also lead to clusters: In the seven-cluster version, the German-
speaking cluster (Germany, Switzerland, and Austria) can be clearly identified as countries 
with a collective skill formation system; however, while the UK and USA are in our analysis in 
different clusters, both should be situated in one cluster named liberal skill formation system. 
Also, Sweden and France are in different clusters in our analysis, but both countries should 
be merged in a cluster named the statist skill formation system (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 
2012; Busemeyer & Iversen, 2012). Greinert (1999, 2004) distinguishes three prototypes of 
vocational training regimes: A dual-corporatist model, as implemented in Germany; a state-
regulated bureaucratic model, as implemented in France; and a liberal market economy mo-
del, as implemented in the United Kingdom. In the seven-cluster solution, our analysis agrees 
with Greinert’s, but in the four-cluster solution, Germany, and France merge into one cluster. 
Only the United Kingdom is in a different cluster. Also, the typology of Pilz does not fit to 
the identified clusters: Pilz (2016) assigns the USA, India, and China to different purposes. 
In both cluster analysis versions, these countries form a common cluster. However, this need 
not be a contradiction insofar as the typologisation by Greinert and Pilz represents a finer 
level of detail than the clusters presented here. Furthermore, despite the diversity of Scandi-
navian VET systems (Jørgensen et al., 2018), researchers from Finland, Sweden, Norway, and 
Denmark form a joint cluster. We can draw the following conclusion: Despite the diversity 
of vocational education and training systems in different countries, there is a high degree of 
convergence within clusters and divergence between clusters in thinking, which is expressed 
in the formation of different bibliographic coupled clusters.

3.3 Analysis of Journals

3.3.1 Local Most Productive and Most Cited Journals

Based on a bibliographic coupling link analysis, the local most productive and most cited 
journals are shown in Table 4. The threshold for including a country in the analysis was set 
to a minimum number of 5 published articles per country. The 30 journals with the highest 
bibliographic coupling link strengths were selected. For each of the 30 journals, the number 
of articles (Art.) and citations (Cit.), the article effectiviness (AE) and the total bibliographic 
coupling links strengths (TBCLS) were calculated. The number of articles for a journal re-
fers to the total number of articles in the selected local data corpus. The number of citations 
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counted for a journal refers to the total number of citations of an article that Scopus records 
for the respective article. The counting method to calculate the TBCLS was full counting: 
Each bibliographic coupling link of a journal has a weight of 1. The coverage period in Scopus 
(Cov.) was checked, as not all journals cover the full period from 2011 to 2020. The coverage of 
the Journal of Technical Education and Training started in 2016, and the coverage of the Interna-

tional Journal for Research in Vocational Education and Training in 2014. The journals in Table 
4 are sorted in descending order according to the total bibliographic coupling link strengths 
(TBCLS) of the individual journal.

Table 4: Local Most Productive and Most Cited Journals
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The journal with the highest number of publications is, by far, the Journal of Vocational Edu-
cation and Training (N=281) followed by the journals Higher Education, Skills and Work-
Based Learning (N=146) and the Journal of Workplace Learning (N=132). The journal with 
the highest number of citations is also, by far, the Journal of Vocational Education and Trai-
ning (N=2232) followed by Vocations and Learning (N=1330) and Journal of Workplace 
Learning (N=1115). The journal with the highest publication effectiveness is Medical Edu-
cation (68.38), followed by Medical Teacher (43.31) and Teaching and Teacher Education 
(35.53). Despite this high effectiveness of the medical journals, the Journal of Vocational 
Education and Training, Vocations and Learning and the Journal of Workplace Learning 
show the highest total bibliographic coupling link strengths, which means that they have the 
highest bibliographic embeddedness in the considered research field.

3.3.2 Bibliographic Coupling Between Journals

To identify the reference overlap between journals, we again used the bibliographic coupling 
method. Since the representation of the visualisation in Figure 4 is distance-based, this me-
ans that the closer two journals are in the network, the more similar the literature references 
used.

Brief summary of the method – the key parameters used to calculate and visualise the jour-

nal network and clusters: The type of analysis is a bibliographic coupling. The unit of analysis 
is journals. The threshold is a minimum of 5 articles from one journal. We selected the 30 
journals with the highest total link strengths in the data corpus. Relatedness was calculated 
using the full counting method and an attraction coefficient of 2 and a repulsion coefficient 
of 1. Normalisation of relatedness values was performed using the association strength tech-
nique. Cluster resolution was set to 1.1 in Figure 4 and 1.0 in Figure 5. 
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Figure 4: Bibliographic Coupling Between Journals With six Clusters (Weights: TBCLS)

After the calculation of the total bibliographic coupling link strengths, we clustered the net-
work with a resolution of 1.1 (greater detail) and received 6 clusters (Figure 4) with 8 (red), 7 
(green), 5 (blue), twice 4 (purple and yellow) journals and one cluster with 2 journals (orange). 
The biggest cluster, with 8 journals (red), can be considered "VET research with high reference 
to educational research". The second core cluster, with 7 journals (green), can be described as 
"VET research with a focus on workplace learning and professional development". Accordingly, 
the third cluster (yellow), "VET research in medical education", is located close to this second 
green cluster. Equally appropriately, the purple cluster with 4 journals is positioned close to 
the second and third clusters, with its focus on "work-based learning and higher education". 
This purple cluster is followed by a blue cluster that focuses more on "higher education and 
continuing vocational education and training". The smallest orange cluster is unusual because 
the respective journals are embedded in other clusters due to the high bibliographic coupling 
link strengths with other journals. Regionality1 could be an explanation for this phenomenon.

1 The International Journal for Training Research focuses on VET in Australia and internationally, and the Technical Journal of 
Edcuation and Training on VET in the the South Asian region and internationally.
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In the second approach, we clustered the journals with a regular resolution (1.0) and received a 
three-cluster solution (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Bibliographic Coupling Between Journals With Three Clusters (Weights: TBCLS)

The three-cluster solution (Figure 4) reinforces the trend already visible in the six-cluster soluti-
on: The cluster "VET research with high reference to educational research" (red) has increased; 
the clusters "VET research with a focus on workplace learning and professional development" 
and "VET research in medical education" merged into "workplace learning, professional deve-
lopment and medical education" (green); and the two clusters "work-based learning and higher 
education" and "higher education and continuing vocational education and training" merged 
into "work-based learning, higher education and continuing vocational education and training" 
(blue). The small orange cluster (Figure 4) has dissolved and is now embedded. It is recognisab-
le that the research field as a whole is not mono-disciplinary, with only one scientific approach, 
but multi-disciplinary.
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3.4 Analysis of Authors

3.4.1 Most Productive Authors

The most productive authors within our data sample, along with their most cited articles 
published between 2011 and 2020, are listed in Table 5.

Table 5: Most Productive Authors With 10 or More Articles
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Of the 16 authors, three are from the United Kingdom, three from Australia, two from the 
Netherlands, two from Sweden and Switzerland and one each from Canada, Germany, and 
New Zealand. The most productive authors are Pilz from the University of Cologne in Ger-
many followed by Cattaneo from Swiss Federal University for Vocational Education and 
Training in Switzerland and de Bruijn from Open University in the Netherlands.

3.4.2 Most Cited Authors

To identify the most cited author, we used co-citation analysis. Co-citation analysis relies on 
a third document to identify links between two other documents. The citation analysis is not 
limited to the publications included in the data corpus: the articles in the corpus have refe-
rences within the data corpus but also outside of it, especially from a temporal perspective. 
Thus, its limitation is not based on the decade considered, as in the above analysis of the most 
productive authors of the last decade, but on the authors’ assumptions about which authors 
are relevant to their own work. We set the threshold to 50 citations of an author, calculated 
the total co-citations links strengths, and selected the 250 authors with the greatest total co-
citations link strengths  (TCCLS). The resulting co-citation network is shown in Figure 6.

Figure 6: Co-Citation Analysis of the 250 Most Influential Authors (Weights: TCCLS)
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Brief summary of the method – the key parameters used to calculate and visualise the cited au-

thor network and clusters (Figure 6): The type of analysis is a co-citation analysis, and the unit 
of analysis is cited authors. Threshold: An author must be cited at least 20 times. We selected 
the 250 cited authors with the highest total co-citation link strengths in the data corpus. Rela-
tedness was calculated using the fractional counting method, an attraction coefficient of four 
and a repulsion coefficient of one. Normalisation of relatedness values was performed using 
the association strength technique. Cluster resolution was set to 1.0. 

Of the 250 authors, we selected the 30 most cited authors within our data sample (Table 6).

Table 6: The 30 Most Cited Authors

Interestingly, 14 of the 30 most influential authors were from the UK. Of these 14, six (Un-
win, Fuller, Young, Guile, Clarke, Evans) were associated with the University College London 
(UCL). When researchers from the United States (3), Australia (3) and Canada (1) were 
included, a total of 21 researchers came from the context of liberal skill formation systems, 
which "combine low levels of public investment in VET with little firm involvement. In these 
educational systems, VET is subordinated to academic education" (Busemeyer and Iversen, 
2012, p. 218). It is likely that the research strength of researchers from the aforementioned 
countries significantly influence the discourse on research at the boundary between learning 
and working.
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3.5 Analysis of References

In this step, using SciMAT, we performed a co-occurrence analysis of the references, clustered 
the references, and developed a strategic map based on the centrality and density measures 
of the reference networks and clusters. For normalisation, we used the association strength 
method. For mapping, we employed the union mapper method, and for clustering, we used 
the simple center algorithm and limited the network size to four references with a limit of 
three references. The strategic map is shown in Figure 7.

Figure 7: Strategic Map of Clustered References (Weight: Documents)
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A major cluster or theme in the motor clusters (top right) quadrant is the Boud and Middle-
ton (2003) cluster with its focus on workplace and informal learning. Another large cluster is 
Hodkinson et al. (2008) with its focus on apprenticeship training considering, for example, 
principles of individual and social learning. The largest cluster, Billett (2001a), in the basic 
and transversal clusters (bottom right) quadrant, which is also the largest cluster in the entire 
field, provides the foundations for specific additional research applications (e.g., informal 
learning, learning from others in the workplace) with a focus on situated learning and com-
munities of practice. The second largest cluster in this quadrant, Fuller and Unwin (2004), 
represents the learning opportunities and learning constraints in the context of work and 
work systems. In the highly developed and isolated clusters (top left) quadrant, two clusters 
are prominent – the Crouch et al. (1999) cluster, which considers the system level and the 
political economy of skill creation (macro system level), and the Collins et al. (1991) cluster, 
which analyses the level of teaching and learning based on the cognitive apprenticeship (mi-
cro system level) approach. Within the emerging or declining clusters (bottom left) quadrant, 
the Young (2008) cluster focuses on relationships between educational policy and practice, 
between vocational (upper-secondary) education and employment and between learning 
culture and identity. In this cluster, perspectives on sociology of education are addressed. 
The Schön (1987) cluster also focuses on a relationship but, here, it is that between higher 
education and work-based learning. The other clusters and their topics should only be briefly 
addressed. The Aarkrog (2005) cluster focuses on the connection between work-based and 
school-based learning and the objects at the boundary. The Biemans et al. (2009) cluster 
represents the discourse on competence-based vocational education and its dilemmas and 
practical tensions, and the Guile and Griffiths (2001) cluster covers learning through work 
experiences and workplace learning. The Wolter and Ryan (2011) cluster concentrates on 
the economics of vocational education and training, such as costs of training and unemploy-
ment in relation to labour market conditions and/or willingness of companies to train. The 
focus of the Eraut (2000) cluster is the relation between professional education and learning 
in the workplace with slightly deep insights on adaptive and developmental learning as well 
as emotional and practical learning. The Brockmann et al. (2008) cluster focuses on compa-
rative research of educational systems and their similarities and differences in the context 
of liberal and coordinated economies, unifying processes, such as the creation of political 
frameworks (e.g., European Qualifications Framework), and system reforms. The clusters 
briefly characterized above and shown in Figure 7 are presented in Table 7 along with other 
related references.
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Table 7: Centrality and Density of Clustered References

In our next and final step, we analyse the keywords.

3.6 Analysis of Keywords

We used SciMAT and the co-occurrence analysis to identify the most used and most impor-
tant keywords in our data corpus. We included keywords with a minimum frequency of 20 in 
our analysis. For the normalisation of the data, we employed the association strength method 
as in all other analyses. We mapped the documents using the union mapper technique and 
clustered the keywords and labelled the clusters using the simple center algorithm and a ma-
ximum network size of four. The measurement of the density and centrality of the clusters re-
lative to the other clusters resulted in a strategic map of used keywords as shown in Figure 8.
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Figure 8: Strategic Map of Clustered References (Weight: Documents)

Major clusters or themes in the motor clusters (top right) quadrant are the keyword clusters 
occupations, postgraduates, learning pathways, employability, digitalisation, undergraduates, cog-

nitive apprenticeships, trainers and close to the sector highly developed and isolated clusters (top 
left) finally the cluster policy issues. Major clusters in the basic and transversal clusters (bottom 
right) quadrant are the workplace learning, evaluation study, apprenticeships, apprentices, youth, 

leadership, work-based learning and professional development keyword clusters. The following 
keyword clusters are prominent in the highly developed and isolated clusters (top left) quadrant: 
internationalisation, self-regulated learning, educational guidance, employment, socio-economic-

status, governance, motivation and close to the quadrant emerging or declining clusters (bottom 
left) the cluster young adults. Finally, the emerging or declining clusters (bottom left) quadrant 
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includes the knowledge, educational reform, competence/competency, teacher training, curricu-

lum, identity and e-learning clusters.
The keyword clusters and their parameters (centrality range coefficient, centrality coeffici-

ent, density range coefficient, density coefficient, number of mapped documents per cluster) 
are shown in Table 8.

Table 8: Most Used Keywords



197Gessler, Nägele, Stadler

When the identified keywords are compared with a comprehensive keyword systematization, 
such as the guide to VOCEDplus subjects and keywords (NCVER, 2021), it can be determi-
ned that the 52 subjects mentioned in VOCEDplus are covered. Nevertheless, subjects such 
as equity, demographics, disability, disadvantaged, innovation and specific keywords such as 
informal apprenticeships, informal economy, green skills seem to be underrepresented.

4 Limitations and Further Research

At the outset, we noted that VET structures and practices are very nationally oriented, which 
is why the field of VET is parcelled internationally. This distribution has implications for 
research: international VET research is equally parcelled. In our analysis, we identified these 
intellectual parcels as country networks and clusters, as journal networks and clusters and 
as author networks and clusters. This scientific parcelling represents a disadvantage for the 
exchange of ideas and the accumulation of knowledge. In addition to the formation of par-
cels, there is also a dividing line that runs among the positions of centre, periphery and ex-
clusion. Especially scientists from developing countries and nations, economies in transition 
and those from post-conflict situations are excluded from the international discourse. This 
situation is more than just a disadvantage for the exchange of ideas and the accumulation 
of knowledge. Rather, there is a systematic bias in the research landscape here. Against this 
background, the parcelling of the discourse and the structuring of the discourse into domi-
nance-periphery-absence, it becomes clear that the presented conceptual structure cannot 
capture an international perspective but only the perspective of a dominant discourse. The 
analysis is therefore not wrong, but incomplete and biased. 

Bibliometric analysis is a powerful tool for examining large datasets. Techniques such 
as bibliometric coupling and co-citation analysis visualise latent structures (relations and 
clusters). However, identifying latent structures does not mean that the detected structures 
can be explained. For example, our analysis identified a new system for clustering coun-
tries, but sufficient interpretation and explanation is not yet available. In this regard, the 
SciMAT tool performs better than VOSViewer as it orders the identified clusters based on 
their centrality and density values in a strategic map whereby meaning is created. However, 
VOSViewer is more efficient than SciMAT, since it parses the examined units (e.g., authors) 
in advance, whereas in SciMAT, the majority of the data preprocessing and structuring has 
to be manually performed. VOSViewer is also substantially better than SciMAT at display-
ing the network itself. In addition to the strategic concept analysis that we have conducted, 
SciMAT allows, in turn, the comparison of groups of years to identify trends between two 
time periods. This analysis technique was not employed here. Indeed, this technique would 
enable an examination of the dataset not only in one cross-section, as we have achieved, but 
also in several cross-sections based on the number of time periods chosen, which collectively, 
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would enable a longitudinal perspective. Feasible bibliometric analysis always relies on the 

capabilities of the software in question and the targeted control of the analyses. We employed 

therefore Bibliometrix only for the basic analysis of the dataset as we considered the possi-

bility of data cleaning or data preprocessing for an analysis of references (cited authors and 

articles) limited. However, Bibliometrix is suited for a comprehensive analysis if the source 

dataset is well structured.

In a comparative analysis of nine bibliometric software tools, the developers of SciMAT 

determined that "not all the software tools are able to extract all the bibliometric networks, 

and so, different tools have to be used to analsze a field from different perspectives" (Cobo 

et al., 2011a, p. 1400). We can confirm this conclusion. Various software can perform basic 

techniques, such as bibliography coupling and co-citation, to create a bibliometric network. 

The differences are shown in the details: Certain analyses (e.g., bibliographic coupling of 

journals) and specific measures (e.g., association strengths, instead of the, e.g., Jaccard’s in-

dex) are not available. The combination used here (Bibliometrix, VOSViewer and SciMAT) 

has been proven viable.

As described in section 2.1 Data Selection, using only Scopus for the collection of articles 

had advantages. However, this choice also had disadvantages: A developmental analysis of 

the research field over time was not possible with our desired tool, CitNetExplorer, as it could 

only analyse data from the Web of Science Core Collection. Therefore, a temporal analysis is 

still an open and interesting perspective in the research field presented here. Other disadvan-

tages include the limited coverage of non-English literature in Scopus (Aksnes & Sivertsen, 

2019), and the origins keywords. As a rule, authors assign keywords to their articles. Scopus 

(similar to the Web of Science Core Collection) supplements the authors’ keywords. These 

supplemental keywords have different names: Index keywords, keywords plus, or in SciMAT, 

a source´s keywords. These keywords extend the author´s keywords to help readers find ar-

ticles. For example, if an author uses the keyword workplace learning, Scopus splits this key-

word into two index keywords: Workplace and learning. The original designation becomes 

more non-specific, which is a disadvantage for bibliometric analysis. Hence, we only applied 

the authors’ keywords. 

The scoping review with the mapping focus is utilised for aggregation, which is both a 

strength and drawback. Aggregation enables researchers to capture the research field regar-

ding its breadth but only slightly regarding its depth. A critical review, which is performed 

for interpretation, has opposite strengths and weaknesses. A critical review can only cover 

the field to a very limited extent but can cover a particular depth. This review paradox cannot 

be resolved but requires a choice between breadth and depth. Hopefully, these contradictory 

target perspectives will be better connected in the future using, for example, machine lear-

ning methods (López Belmonte et al., 2020). A review that combines the methods applied 

here with machine learning methods will certainly achieve greater depth. Instead of key-



199Gessler, Nägele, Stadler

words, data mining of the whole article could be conducted to enrich the dataset to be ana-
lysed. At the interface of data mining and bibliometrics, a new analysis technique is currently 
being established: bibliomining (Fernández & Bonilla, 2020).
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