VII. Activities of Cedefop’s network for research cooperation
on ‘European trends in occupations and qualifications’

Chapter VII refers to work currently being car-
ried out by Cedefop’s thematic network,
Ciretoq, that has not already been mentioned
in the articles in this volume. The network’s ob-
jectives, working methods and work topics are
described for readers who know little, or noth-
ing at all, about it. In addition, there is a short
interim report on work currently being under-
taken by the network and findings, together
with a list of publications. Then, last but not

least, is a summary of the findings of some of
the projects being carried out, on various top-
ics. Information concerning member institutes
and reports published by the network is avail-
able on Cedefop’s home page: www.cede-
fop.eu.int, which is updated on a regular
basis: The ‘Ciretog-Newsletter’, published
twice-yearly, is available (only from Cedefop),
free of charge. It is also available electronical-
ly, via Cedefop’s home page.
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A. Aims, working methods and subjects
Stavros Stavrou ()
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1. Preamble

Ciretoq was set up by Cedefop at the beginning
of 1995, while the Centre was still in Berlin, and
became operational in the same year.

At the heart of this initiative was the desire,
which emerged after prior consultation, of the
EU-wide vocational training research institutes
and foundations, as well as within Cedefop it-
self, while taking into account the preparatory
work and programmes at EU level (?):

+ to take stock of the new approaches and the
questions raised in examining trends in the
development of occupations and skills, in
particular in relation to the development of
supply of and demand for skills and qualifi-
cations;

» to aim towards the joint compilation of cor-
responding results from several Member
States or at European level by making use
of transnational and comparative studies;

» to give advice on the policy and practice of
vocational training and to examine related
issues more quickly and effectively, in order
to find the best possible response to these
issues by taking into account the above
trends, or subsequently to follow them up as
part of the institutes’ and Cedefop’s re-
search work.

2. Cedefop’s aim

Cedefop’s aim was to establish a network which
would not be competing with other EU pro-
grammes and in particular the Leonardo da Vin-
ci programme, which was just starting up at the
time, but which would instead complement and
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support such programmes. Efforts were made
to gather together material and methodical ex-
periences and findings of the research institutes
and institutions involved (3). The aim was to
complement Cedefop’s preliminary work in the
observation, representation and comparative
studies of the systems for providing skills and
awarding qualifications, of supply and demand
for skills, the way jobs change in response to the
spread of new information and communications
technologies and the socioeconomic, cultural
and environmental challenges. Finally, it was al-
so to help promote the development of new job
profiles and the discussion of joint standards on,
inter alia, the structure of training levels, both
within individual Member States and, as far as
possible, in comparison with a number of coun-
tries and at EU level. An ongoing cooperation
between research institutes with the participa-
tion of major employers and representatives of
the political and social fields, including the par-
ticipating institutions and bodies at European
level (the European Commission, ETF, ETUC
and UNICE) should aim not only to promote an
exchange of interests between employees and
employers, researchers and those using the re-
search results; it should also, from the outset,
prevent the duplication of work and enable Eu-
ropean bodies to carry out studies that comple-
ment one another.

It was not and is not Cedefop’s intention to set
up a network for immediate research purpos-
es. Cedefop did not, and still does not have,

(') Deputy Director of Cedefop.

() Eurotecnet; studies on skills needs, DG XXII; medium-term
employment forecasts and studies on instruments and
methods for the analysis of vocational training policy, DG V;
socioeconomic research under the fourth framework re-
search programme, DG XIlI; etc.

(®) Cf. updated list of network members on Cedefop’s home
page: www.cedefop.eu.int
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sufficient means to do this, even if its projects
were grouped together in some way. Many
more preliminary studies need to be initiated
and supported by the assessments of more or
less parallel research work, with the aim of
publicising and disseminating the results ob-
tained and increasing the chances of their hav-
ing an effect on the policies of decision-
makers, including the social partners. This aim
also coincided with the interests of the partici-
pating research institutes (cf. Newsletter 1/96).
What was new, however, was the attempt not
only to foster collaboration between the re-
search institutes, on an ad hoc basis, for spe-
cific subjects and projects, but also to ensure
their inclusion in discussions of new topics and
methods in the context of the overall topic, to
build partnerships between them and to enable
solutions to be found to certain issues within
their extended autonomy.

3. Methods

Plenary meetings of all members of the net-
work are held on an annual basis, and are at-
tended by around 45 people. In addition, three
working parties have been formed, referred to
as groups A, B and C.

Group A is primarily concerned with the study
of macroeconomic developments and the in-
terface between labour market developments
and education and vocational training. It focus-
es in particular on the development and struc-
ture of systems with regard to the supply of
and demand for skills and qualifications. Group
B deals with microeconomic studies of a more
qualitative socioeconomic, job-specific, region-
al and sectoral (or even enterprise-specific)
nature. Finally, Group C examines trends from
the sectoral standpoint and that of related in-
stitutional structures, illustrating its work with
examples from certain employment and voca-
tional training segments.

Each of the groups examines phenomena and
issues which may give a clearer understanding
of a) the advantages and disadvantages of cer-
tain structures in training and further training
with regard to professional practice and em-
ployment, and b) recent developments in the
labour market and in the context of work or-
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ganisation, personnel policy within the enter-
prise, etc., against the background of present
and future challenges. Such challenges may
be of an economic, social, demographic, cul-
tural or eco-technological nature.

Particular emphasis is placed on the observa-
tion of innovative practices, the analysis of new
demands at the workplace and new skills re-
quirements and their repercussions on training
and vocational training systems, as well as the
way in which responsible institutions at all lev-
els of political intervention react to new chal-
lenges.

4. Conclusion

The work of Cedefop’s thematic network has
not only proved successful, as is made clear
by the publication of this work, but it has also
had a knock-on effect on other approaches in
the development of closer cooperation be-
tween research bodies at European level, for
example, in the context of the socioeconomic
part of the EU-sponsored fourth framework re-
search programme and in the extrapolation of
the studies and analyses carried out under the
Leonardo da Vinci programme (%). The Cede-
fop network thus makes an important contri-
bution to the development of a European re-
search culture in the field of vocational
training.

In a certain sense, the publication of this ref-
erence document marks the conclusion of the
network’s first period of operation. Corre-
spondingly, it represents a review of the re-
sults achieved so far. Through a flexible adap-
tation of its working methods and work topics
to evolving issues, and with the help of the
network, Cedefop intends to continue in the
coming years to make a constructive contribu-
tion to this subject at European level, and to
support discussion and action in the Member
States.

() Cf. the corresponding contributions in this volume by
Michael Kuhn and Erhard Schulte, and by Marc Ant and Jeff
Kintzele.




B. Current activities and outcomes
Burkart Sellin (")
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1. Preliminary observations

The network has undergone a certain consoli-
dation in the last two years and has become an
important work forum for Cedefop and the par-
ticipating institutions. Interest in research from
the Member States of the EU and the countries
of central and eastern Europe has increased.
They are increasingly willing, on the basis of
specific questions and in partnership with re-
searchers and relevant institutions from other
countries, to bring to their own research a
transnational or European dimension.

Today, no European country can afford to ig-
nore what is going on outside its own backyard
with regard to trends in vocational training pol-
icy. In this context, research into vocational
training and the labour market to some extent
leads the way in terms of both policy and prac-
tice in vocational training. As the contributions
to this volume make abundantly clear, the lat-
ter faces enormous challenges arising from the
internationalisation and ‘Europeanisation’ of
the problems and from the fact that work, pro-
duction and life itself are changing increasing-
ly rapidly within Europe and indeed throughout
the world. Any attempt at a solution must take
into account the experiences of other countries
and regions if it is to be sustainable in the
longer term at home.

The instruments and methods available for
comparative and transnational research on vo-
cational training have improved considerably in
recent years. The tools of comparative statis-
tics, empirical methods and qualitative meth-
ods can all be used and, with the aid of infor-
mation technology, are being used with
increasing accuracy and validity.

This is particularly true of research into the
links between education/vocational training

and the labour market, which are the focus of
attention among politicians and practitioners
and therefore within the network. The mem-
bers of the Cedefop Management Board rep-
resenting the governments of the Member
States of the EU, employers’ organisations,
trade unions and the European Commission
devote considerable attention to this subject.
For their part, researchers are keen for their
findings to be used to visible effect in policy
and practice in the EU and in individual Mem-
ber States. Cedefop would appear to be a suit-
able forum for this, both for researchers and
those involved on the policy/practice side.

2. Study subjects and findings

However, many of the challenges which come
up again and again can only really be tackled if
they are examined in depth on the basis of
very specific questions, and this is precisely
what is done in the three working parties and
within the framework of the specific research
partnerships of the network.

The report from spring 1997 presented the in-
terim and final results achieved up to then (2).
An updated overview of findings and studies
still under way reveals the breadth of the range
of subjects and approaches of the research
partnerships (cf. Annex in volume |). This overview
and a number of contributions included in the pre-
sent volume (3) demonstrate clearly where the

(') Coordinator of the Cedefop network on European Trends in
the Development of Occupations and Qualifications.

(3) Cf. Cedefop, Burkart Sellin, 1998, Interim report on re-
search cooperation on trends in occupations and qualifi-
cations in the European Union (trilingual, i.e. also in DE
and FR).

(®) Cf. the following contributions in the present volume:
Borghans, L. and de Grip, A.; Brugia, M.; Gatti, M. and Tagli-
aferro, C.; Gay, C.; Gonzalez, L.
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emphasis lies in the network’s work. Important
results were also evaluated in Volume |I.

Taken as a whole, these findings constitute a
puzzle to which a few more pieces can be
added thanks to the present publication. The
most important subjects covered and for the
most part resolved thereby are the following:

European and transnational labour market de-
velopment with regard to qualifications, skills
and occupational structures;

The possibility of substitution in respect of cer-
tain qualifications in the labour market and the
productivity and/or flexibility of certain educa-
tion and training system structures and/or ar-
chitectures;

New occupations and occupational profiles in
the face of changes in production and services,
on the basis of certain sectors and occupation-
al groups;

Sectoral and regional support in the develop-
ment of forward-looking economic, competition
and employment policies;

Development of occupations and skills in the
context of the expanded use of new informa-
tion and communication technologies;

Job, occupation and/or skills development in
the field of environmental protection;

Methods and instruments for the classification
of occupations and training, the establishment
and further development of training and qualifi-
cation stages in the European context;

New and/or additional qualifications at the in-
terface between initial training and further
training;

Technical economic qualifications at senior
secondary level;

New techniques and skills requirements in the
banking and insurance industries.

There is also a series of studies and findings

concerning institutional and methodological is-
sues.

356

The findings and partial results of the network are
all available and are disseminated using Cede-
fop’s own print media or electronic means (4).
The response received from researchers and
those in the field is highly promising.

3. Conclusions

The systems and institutions in the field of edu-
cation and vocational training suffer on many
fronts from a structural deficit of flexibility and
adaptability. The research findings are clear and
the consequences of the trends are generally
predictable. Admittedly, it is difficult in the short
term to change established institutions and
rapidly bring them round so that they can face
up to the new challenges, particularly in the field
of education and vocational training, where
structures are by their nature conservative.

The Cedefop network would like to play its part
in this exercise of persuasion as to the need for
innovation in an objective and empirical man-
ner, with built-in quality assurance, that is to say
in a scientific manner. All those individuals and
institutions involved must be open to the new
challenges, though there should be no rigid in-
sistence that the individual must adapt; rather,
all concerned should be included in the process
of change. The pressure for change should not
be borne solely by individuals, as is so often the
case today. Where change is required, it is so-
ciety’s institutions that should change first. The
attitudes and patterns of behaviour of individu-
als can then also change in their turn.

Nor should short-term demands be allowed to
obscure medium and long-term trends. Contra-
dictory trends must also be accounted for, just
as instant analysis should be resisted. The de-
velopment of new education and vocational
training opportunities, occupations and occupa-
tional profiles must be sustainable in the long
term but that does not mean that we can contin-
ue ‘as before’. The current symptoms of socio-
economic and cultural crisis cause politicians to
look for areas where they can act effectively.
Education and vocational training undoubtedly fit

() Using the Cedefop Internet homepage and the Electronic

Training Village opened in 1998.
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the bill. However, these areas should not be
asked to do too much, which lies outside their
traditional remit. Social policy, employment poli-
cy, economic policy, policy on young people,
adults, families and women, to name but a few
— all of these lay down important preconditions
which must be observed by policy on education
and vocational training. It should also be re-
membered that not all the problems associated
with these areas of policy can be solved through
education and vocational training policies, even
if the latter can, under certain circumstances,
make a significant contribution.

Because by their very nature the effects of poli-
cies on education and vocational training, be
they positive or negative, can only be felt in the
medium to long term, such policies have the
disadvantage that they cannot have short-term
objectives. Politics, however, relies on short-
term results, the next election is always just
around the corner. On the other hand, howev-
er, a policy on education and vocational train-
ing which stresses social and cultural integra-
tion and social reproduction and innovation
can have a preventive effect in that it can help
to avoid problems which would be bound to oc-
cur in the above-mentioned over-ordered ar-
eas of policy if investments were not made at
the right time, and with an eye to the future, in
education and vocational training; indeed, this
would appear to be what has happened re-
cently in many EU Member States.

Of course, a cultural revolution imposed
from above is impossible in a democratic so-
ciety. Instead, work must be done to per-
suade people, change must be promoted;
that change must not only be comprehens-
ible to those affected, they must also have a
direct interest in it, so that they are then pre-
pared to make their own contribution, to play
a part in the design of innovations in con-
nection with and complementary to existing
institutions, rather than simply having to put
up with ‘imposed reforms’. Only rarely will
new institutions be required; what is more
likely to be needed is the renewal of existing
institutions, something which is much more
difficult to bring about. However, as regards
the continuous monitoring, analysis and
evaluation of supply and demand in respect
of occupations and qualifications, against a
background of proactive economic and em-
ployment policies as regards careers infor-
mation and guidance at all political levels,
new or at least complementary structures do
need to be created. These are particularly
important at regional and sectoral level, as a
number of the contributions to this volume
underline. The mechanisms which allow the-
oretical understanding or practical knowl-
edge concerning new occupations and occu-
pational profiles or qualification requirements
to be more quickly put into practice in Mem-
ber States or regions also need to be im-
proved or safeguarded.
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C. Impact of information and communication technologies on occupational
competences and VET (")
Mara Brugia (?)
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This survey — conducted in three countries,
France, Italy and Spain —is the second phase in
the survey conducted last year on the develop-
ment of vocational competences associated
with new information technologies in the
telecommunications and administrative sectors.

The objectives of the second survey may be
summarised as follows:

» verification of the findings of the previous
survey

» forecasting future changes in the scenario
for organisational arrangements and occu-
pations

 identification of the main competences, pre-
sent and future

» compilation and presentation of training ty-
pologies and actions.

The logic adopted in conducting the research
was an attempt to find sequential replies to the
following questions:

« what are the market trends, and how do
they affect enterprises?

* what strategies do enterprises implement in
meeting external challenges?

+ what are the policies of enterprises on the
adoption of technologies, and which do they
choose?

» what organisational changes are entailed?

* what vocational changes are generated in
terms of competences?

» what vocational training initiatives are set up
in response to the new vocational needs?

Based on this logic, the work groups agreed to
adopt a common questionnaire in gathering in-
formation on each of the aspects listed above.

The national surveys were conducted by taking
typical case studies, chosen in the light of their
importance at national level and the degree of
technological innovation adopted.

The synthesis report sets out and compares
the main findings from the three national sur-
veys. For a clearer understanding and pre-
sentation of trends in the factors under ob-
servation, the findings were divided into five
blocks.

1. Technological development and
changes in vocational skills

Trends were analysed in the two sectors, both
in companies’ markets and strategies and in
organisational changes and the technological
options adopted.

The salient findings that emerge refer to the or-
ganisation of enterprises, especially in the
telecommunications sector, where the ending
of monopolies is leading to large concerns be-
ing broken up into product-specialist compa-
nies with a high level of flexibility and far more
attention to the customer. The impact on or-
ganisations is taking the form of a greater de-
mand for flexibility, promoted by setting up
work groups and networking the information
handled.

(") Summary of findings of M. Gatti, L. Gonzalez and C. Tagli-
aferro, ‘Impact of information and communication technolo-
gies on vocational competences and on training’ (provision-
al title). Synthesis report (not yet available).

(3) Cedefop project coordinator.
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2. Impact of change on vocational
macro-characteristics

Vocational changes occurring in the two sec-
tors were identified, with special reference to
emerging roles. The changes were analysed
through a study of developments in compe-
tences, which were classified as two types:
technical/specialist, and horizontal.

The main findings are set out in summary ta-
bles, which include interviewees’ assessments
of the competences currently required and
their prediction as to the competences that will
be needed in the future. The key horizontal
competences were also identified, from which
the vital importance of personal competences
is apparent. Another important finding is on
the new vocational roles emerging in the two
sectors.

3. Future changes in vocations

Predictions are also included as to future
changes in vocations in the two sectors as they
are likely to develop in the light of current
trends.

In particular, the need for new competences is
highlighted, as is the integration of ‘doing’, ‘be-
ing’ and ‘relating’ in the formation of future
skills.

4. Impact of technology
on vocational training

Training requirements associated with the de-
velopment of vocations and the role of new
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technological opportunities in training mea-
sures ‘tailor-made’ to the needs of enterprises
and users are presented.

Of particular interest are the ‘training spheres’
favoured by enterprises in the measures they
adopt, although of equal importance are the
variety and inventiveness of new methods of
providing training, for example ‘action learn-

ing’.

5. Recommendations for the im-
provement of vocational training

Certain recommendations have been made,
directed at the providers of vocational training
(in other words those responsible for the plan-
ning of training), regarding more effective ways
of developing training measures:

* to include the acquisition of key compe-
tences among the training objectives;

» toincorporate as an integral part of training
the technologies with which the users will
be working;

+ to structure the provision of training bearing
in mind that continuing training should be
compatible with the differing status of bene-
ficiaries: the employed and the unem-
ployed.

The new role of training depends in practice on
the ability to interpret new needs for vocational
skills in production contexts and to translate
them into fresh educational content. This
should be done via a constant interchange be-
tween the working world and the training world,
in which each one will have something to learn
from and to teach the other.
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1. Different learning situations
within the sectors studied

Enterprises are confronted nowadays with fast
and important changes to which they have to
respond at a certain stage of their develop-
ment. One of the means to govern the perma-
nent process of change is through innovation
of the qualifications of personnel.

It is commonplace in research literature that
most training takes place in large and medium-
sized firms, which practice an adequate per-
sonnel policy and even have a human re-
sources’ department. Contrary to this, however,
only a small percentage of the 17.5 million
SMEs in the EU are adapting their staff’s skills
by offering sufficient training.

Although training does not reach SMEs to the
extent wished for by public training providers
and the economic sectors they belong to, this
does not mean that qualifications are not con-
stantly acquired in these firms. This is even the
case in the very smallest ones with fewer than
10 employees.

Cedefop’s project on ‘Work organisation and
learning in micros’ in three sectors, namely re-
tail, car repair and printing, has confirmed that
qualification development is located on the job
and takes place at the workplace. Thus, op-
portunities for qualifications depend strongly
on the organisation of work and the develop-
ment of its structure.

Our study of a total of 57 micros has shown
that a lot of learning is done by using possibil-
ities available within normal daily work. This
may contain formal and/or informal parts and
take place in a structured and/or unstructured
way.

Twenty-five different methods have been de-
fined, ranging from learning new things under
the responsibility of the chef or an experienced
worker to learning by installing technical modi-
fications on existing cars, in the case of the car
repair sector or learning by doing jobs for your-
self in your own time, in the printing sector.

In the car repair sector the five most common
methods are, according to the employees,
learning by solving problems oneself; learning
solving problems together with colleagues;
learning by rotating tasks regularly in order to
keep skills up to date; learning new things un-
der the responsibility of the manager or an ex-
perienced mechanic and learning new things
by helping others.

In the printing sector, the first two ways of
learning are most common, followed by learn-
ing by asking help/advice from an experienced
colleague; learning by direct employee partici-
pation and learning new things under the re-
sponsibility of the manager or an experienced
worker.

An important question is the learning potential
of the various methods applied. The outcome
of the surveys shows that the opportunities for
updating and developing new skills are closely
related to the way the work is organised within
the firm.

In the car repair sector, the 60 mechanics who
have been interviewed signalised that the most

(') The present article is based on the findings of Cedefop’s
project ‘Work and learning in micros, the case of some sec-
tors’, under the scientific coordination of ITS Nijmegen, The
Netherlands. The synthesis reports in English are in the
process of publication.

(3) Project Coordinator, Cedefop.
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effective ways are, in order of importance:
learning by performing non-routine repairs;
learning by doing work with a growing degree
of difficulty; learning by asking help or advice
from the first mechanic and learning by expla-
nation of experts or experienced people.

In the printing sector, learning by using hand-
books/manuals etc.; learning by asking help or
advice from the immediate superior; learning
by solving problems alone; learning by doing
work with a growing degree of difficulty and
learning new things through the help of experi-
enced colleagues, are the ways offering the
best opportunities for skill improvement ac-
cording to the printers interviewed. In the print-
ing sector, employees can be divided into three
categories: printers, desktop publishing (DTP)
and after-press. Their work situation and func-
tions within the firms allow for very different on-
the-job learning opportunities. DTP employees
have more opportunities than the other two
categories, as they prepare their products in
negotiation with the client on the one side and
as they have to explore the different possibili-
ties of hardware and software newly launched
on the market on the other side.

In both sectors, employees with a formal initial
vocational training participate more often in in-
formal training than their colleagues with no ini-
tial training. There is also a noticeable differ-
ence between the methods of informal training
used most frequently by those two categories
of employees.

In the car repair sector the learning methods
by coaching under the supervision/assistance
of the manager or an experienced colleague
are much preferred by mechanics without ini-
tial training to those based on problem solving
alone, on regular rotation of tasks, on direct
participation and on learning from complaints
of clients, methods preferred by those with ini-
tial education.

In the printing sector, the situation is somewhat
different, which has to do with the structure of
the sector itself. The printer’s profession is a
very old occupation with a long education and
training tradition of its members. In such pro-
fessions, sectoral professional organisations
and peer-groups play an important role for their
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development and for keeping their members
up to date and it is the profession itself, which
sets its quality standards. This is the reason for
signalling as most frequent methods of learn-
ing the advice/assistance of the supplier as
well as visits to similar enterprises.

Competence of the owners plays a dominant
role in small enterprises. Our findings have
confirmed this long-standing conclusion. A
strong connection exists between the skills of
the entrepreneur and his effort to promote the
training of his staff and to modernise his firm.

Both entrepreneurial skills geared towards the
external environment and managerial skills ori-
ented to the internal functioning of the firm are
necessary for the survival and especially for
the growth and/or the modernisation of the en-
terprise. However, depending on the sector, we
have noticed a varying importance of the skills
of the entrepreneur. Whereas entrepreneur-
ship of the owner was dominant in the mi-
crofirms we studied in the retail sector, in the
printing sector there is evidence that manage-
rial skills alongside qualifications help main-
taining the position on the market.

In sectors which are subject to fast technologi-
cal changes, as is the case with printing, it is
crucial that qualifications of both owner and
staff maintain a high standard of quality and
low cost in order to remain competitive.

The design of an adequate personnel and
training policy is part of the managerial skills of
the entrepreneur. There is evidence that entre-
preneurial skills dominate compared with man-
agerial skills.

Among the three sectors in question the latter
applies especially to retail, where the owner
has to accomplish both management and ad-
ministrative tasks. In times of stiff competition,
as at present, there is a need for performance
improvement both on the product-sales/ser-
vice side and on the management/administra-
tive side of the retail firms.

This implies that the traditional vertical separa-
tion of the two sides must be overcome and
another work division and organisation should
be adopted, permitting connections between
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the ‘technical-commercial’ and the administra-
tive/management sides.

At present, the European debate on new job
profiles follows the strict separation between the
technical/vocational and the commercial/man-
agement fields. This separation may still be
valid for large-scale retail firms, it does not nec-
essarily correspond to the realities of the micros.

Results have shown that the internal process-
es of management and the development and
use of craftsmanship depend to a large extent
on the sector these micros belong to.

Among all important factors at sectoral level
there is evidence that the degree of the sector
dynamics and linked technological develop-
ments; the homogeneity or heterogeneity of
firms, products and production processes as
well as the sectoral training tradition and provi-
sions, play a decisive role in those sectors and
firms where employees’ participation in training
is concerned.

For instance, there is a relatively high percent-
age of participation in continuing vocational
training in the car repair sector and a relatively
low one in retail. The car repair sector is con-
fronted with important technological changes.
The same applies to the printing industry, espe-
cially to the pre-press and press phases which
are changing due to the new electronic devices.
Both sectors are relatively homogeneous, they
often have their own training funds and institu-
tions, and training is quite often an important
part of respective collective agreements.

Contrary to this, the retail sector offers a differ-
ent picture, as it does not have a great training
tradition and is of a rather heterogeneous na-
ture. Needless to say, this sector too has un-
dergone important technological change, but
this had more influence on back office employ-
ees in the large retail than on front office per-
sonnel in the small retail trade.

2. Intermediate level instances
Training and transfer of innovation at shop lev-

el is also provided by the intermediate in-
stances which operate in the sector.

If one looks at the training provisions at an
intermediate level, the picture in retail is
somewhat changing, because with the vol-
untary chains formula, the wholesalers offer
training to their retail members. And even if
this form of cooperation was rather excep-
tional in the early 1990s, it now tends to de-
velop into a more solid business relationship
embracing all important aspects of operating
a retail business, from product range and
promotion to automation and more recently,
to personnel policy as part of its marketing
strategies.

Training provisions at an intermediate level
can be found in the car repair sector too, even
at an earlier stage than in retail. Car importers
have their own training provisions specific to
the brand and franchised car repair firms of-
ten get a lot of support in these matters. This
is one of the reasons for which owners of mi-
crofirms in the car sector chose to become
franchised.

Car sales are the main focus but car repair is
still a relevant service and an increasingly im-
portant means to customer retention. Training
of the mechanics is costly but it is considered
a necessary factor for business growth, as
people buy cars on the basis of the extras and
the price quality relationship of the after-sales
service.

However, although training is largely available
in the sector, this does not mean that every-
body has access to it. Indeed, training is
geared to the mechanics of the franchised car
workshops only.

Manufacturers and importers sell the high-tech
make-specific diagnostic equipment exclusive-
ly to their own franchised dealers and only me-
chanics and technicians of the authorised
workshops are entitled to participate in respec-
tive training courses.

In brief, skill organisation in this sector is strict-
ly controlled. Besides, there is evidence that
this type of training is tailor-made on the spe-
cific brand name and too operational to allow
mechanics to work in workshops of different
car makes.
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In general, mechanics in franchised workshops
have better possibilities to participate in contin-
uing vocational training as they have an early
access to the continuing vocational training
CVT provisions of the manufacturer or the im-
porter.

And if one takes into consideration that quali-
fied car mechanics with initial vocational train-
ing are hired by franchised workshops, where-
as mechanics without this type of training end
up in non-franchised ones which tend to spe-
cialise only in certain types of repair as they
are unable to keep up with the developments
in all car makes, one can easily understand
that the further learning opportunities of the
car mechanics depend on the situation of the
work and the labour market they enter in orig-
inally.

To remedy this, the profile of the mechanics
should be reshaped to have a broader hori-
zontal function as mechanics in the microfirms
in the repair sector should be all-round.

The strategies of non-franchised workshops are
typical of the sector and have consequences for
the skill development. Increasingly, workshops
opt for specialising either in mechanical or elec-
trical repairs, competing only in price.

This strategy, however, is not in line with re-
cent developments and more sophisticated
training provisions, which tend to integrate
mechanical and electrical/electronic skills. A
new occupational profile for car repairers has
recently been developed at the European
scale: the ‘mechatronic’ car repairer and ser-
vice mechanic, which tends to become more
independent from individual car producers.
Respective training provisions are being de-
veloped in a number of Member States. This
profile could replace the traditional car repair
mechanic in due course.
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Others become more or less specialised in one
specific car make and through contacts with lo-
cal dealers or personal contacts they manage
to keep up with the evolution of the equipment
and tools and with training.

Finally, there are the workshops which have
chosen deliberately to remain independent,
because they have a large and stable clientele
and wish to respond to all its needs, including
the sales of various car makes. They develop
a personal contact with their clients and offer a
very flexible service. They hire qualified me-
chanics, who are in a position to update their
skills easily by participating in courses and in-
formal learning.

Obviously, a large clientele and sales number
gives them a strong position in the area they
operate in and the franchised dealers are more
than willing to support them with help and ad-
vice, if they can deliver the cars which the non-
franchised firms sell.

3. Conclusion

In the present article we have briefly referred to
the interaction between the organisation of the
work in the microfirms and the way skills and
qualifications are acquired. We have highlighted
some specific characteristics proper to the sec-
tor those firms are operating in and tried to see
how they are influencing both the organisation
of the work and the acquisition of skills. But this
is by no means a one-way relationship. It is not
only the entrepreneur/owner and the way work
is structured in the firm that allow for learning.

Also the skills of employees, their creativity
and readiness to explore new possibilities, is
what can make a firm dynamic, especially in
sectors undergoing fast change, as is the case
with the printing sector.
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