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cant critique because it favours instrumental provision to support
economic interests over emancipatory provision to support learn-
er's personal development. In this article, we contextualise this cri-
tigue. We apply the capability approach (CA) to make room for
both a moderate human capital and a humanistic understanding
of AE. As a conceptual framework, the CA underpins an idiographic
research interest in understanding how far active labour market pol-
icy (ALMP)-based AE programmes in Austria and Italy provide
unemployed adults with the opportunity to choose educational
and occupational pathways in a non-enforced fashion. Access, pro-
cesses, and outcomes of the AE programmes are considered as
dimensions where individual resources are converted into capabil-
ity — the freedom to choose what one has reason to value.
Differences among the countries emerge from the conceptual
model, the modes of governance, and how the programmes are
related to the education system. The article contributes a contex-
tualised and critical, yet pragmatic view of labour market-oriented
AE to the academic discourse and encourages empirical research
focussing on the experiences of programme participants.

Introduction

Labour market-oriented adult education (AE) is a topical issue within both lifelong
learning (LLL) policy and active labour market policy (ALMP) in the European Union
(EU) member states. Fostering a labour market orientation has a long tradition at
the European level (Assinger 2020), yet an increasing ‘skills crisis across Europe’
(Clancy et al. 2020, p. 145) reinforced a collective drive across all European coun-
tries towards up- and re-skilling people for the labour market (Council of the
European Union 2016, European Commission 2025b). According to Mikulec (2018,

CONTACT Philipp Assinger @ philipp.assinger@uni-graz.at @ Institute of Educational Science, University of Graz,
Graz, Austria

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is
properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository
by the author(s) or with their consent.


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0162-7601
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6221-638X
mailto:philipp.assinger@uni-graz.at
https://doi.org/10.1080/02660830.2026.2669402
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02660830.2026.2669402&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-5-11
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 @ P ASSINGER AND C.BIASIN

p. 144), AE is demanded by policy actors because its professionals have ‘crisis
knowledge’ - knowledge that is considered a valuable resource for re-activating
people in critical life situations, such is unemployment, or the threat of
unemployment.

In AE research, the importance of a labour market orientation and of re-activation
is acknowledged, however observed critically. Policy is said to prioritise human
capital theory (HCT) assumptions about economic returns to investment in AE,
promote individual employability and techno-rational governance rather than a
humanist understanding of the relation between work and citizenship, and a com-
mitment to empowerment and democratic governance (Elfert and Rubenson 2021).
A critique concerning the individual responsibility for employability had been per-
sistently loud and still reverberates (Tuparevska et al., 2020). Assessing recent policy
developments, Milana and Mikulec (2025), however, note a turn towards a more
holistic conception of AE with a stronger social dimension. That an instrumental
epistemology still predominates, remains a point of critique.

In addition to workplace-based AE, which is supposed to be more responsive to
labour market demands than institutionalised AE (Fombona et al. 2023), the vali-
dation of non-formal and informal learning (VNFIL) is an ambivalently viewed topic
in research (Barros 2020). A summative, convergent VNFIL-approach, which assesses
learning outcomes for congruence with labour market demands, is criticised for its
tendency to reproduce mechanisms of exclusion. On the contrary, a divergent for-
mative approach that supports self-reflection and self-efficacy is considered a valuable
complement in the context of up- and re-skilling for credentials and qualifications
(Looney and Santibafiez 2021).

Generating data and monitoring developments on a grand scale is part of European
governance (Milana and Klatt 2020) and essential to current applications of algo-
rithmic governance. Using artificial intelligence (AI) to make efficient and effective
decisions related to AE and the labour market, research warns about a potentially
destructive effect algorithmic governance can have on the agency of actors at all
levels (Allhutter et al. 2020, Stepanovi¢ 2024). Yet, comparative data is abundantly
used to position investment in AE for up- and re-skilling to counterbalance
skills-deficits, skills-mismatch, unemployment, and social inequalities (Clancy et al.
2020), which are related to cumulative advantages in education (Blossfeld et al.
2020). Research doubts whether ALMP-based AE alone contributes much to the
reduction of such problems. Good intentions are often undone by the workings of
welfare state structures that reproduce a cumulative advantage in the access to
ALMP-based AE even among unemployed people (Bonoli and Liechti 2018). It is
suggested, therefore, to put a focus on general AE rather than on ALMP-based AE
(Bonoli et al. 2026) and to pursue a stronger integration of AE policies with social
investment strategies to provide structures and services for the enhancement of
capabilities (Cefalo and Kazepov 2018).

Against this background, we use Bonvin’s (2012, 2019) rendition of Sen’s (1997)
capability approach (CA) to discuss insights from an international comparative study
of ALMP-based AE programmes in Austria and Italy. The CA is a normative con-
ceptual framework within the humanist model of LLL (Regmi 2015) and an important
reference within LLL (Boyadjieva and Ilieva-Trichkova 2021, Broek et al. 2023,
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Vanderavero et al. 2026) and ALMP research (Bonvin 2012, Egdell and Beck 2020,
Velterop et al. 2020). We use the CA not by reference to LLL research (Cairns and
Malloch 2024), but rather with a focus on ALMP-based AE (Carvajal Mufioz 2024),
‘defined as participation in work-related activity, either voluntary or mandatory, by
those unemployed, at risk of unemployment, or those requiring support to make
the transition into employment’ (Boeren and Whittaker 2018, p. 11).

For this study, the CA serves to normatively assess the quality of ALMP-based
AE. Emphasising the ‘ability of human beings to lead lives they have reason to value’
(Sen 1997, p. 1959), the CA helps to relax ideological tensions between HCT and
humanist orientations because it addresses their interrelations rather than their
differences. Potential benefits of instrumental AE are, thus, acknowledged without
compromising an ‘immanent critique’ (Laruffa 2016, p. 24) of the employability
paradigm.

We compare two very different ALMP-based AE programmes, Kompetenz mit
System (KmS, Austria) and Garanzia Occupabilita Lavoratori (GOL, Italy). Because
of blatant differences in the two programmes, we engaged in an idiographic com-
parison to elaborate on differences, commonalities, and particularities of the two
programmes as they emerge from their embeddedness within national contexts
(Pietrafd 2017). To this end, we use policies, descriptive and analytical devices, and
empirical data. They are evidenced for the purpose of full transparency in Table 1
and described in detail in the methods section. By this, we want to contribute to
the two goals of international comparative adult education (ICAE): to provide the-
oretically robust and empirically warranted insights and a possibility to learn from
the countries at stake (Mikulec and Egetenmeyer 2025). We pursue one descriptive
and one analytical research question, respectively:

o What are the features of the two selected ALMP-based AE programmes in
Austria and Italy?

« How far do opportunity structures of the programmes enhance capability for
education, for voice, and for work?

Conceptual framework

First, we briefly explain key concepts of the CA. Capability, according to Sen (1997),
refers to what a person can be or do within given circumstances. It is the freedom
to choose or achieve what one has reason to value and implies agency, the ability
to pursue one’s goals, and maintain control over one’s decisions (Broek et al. 2023).
Freedom in the labour market as well as in AE consequently means that there is
no enforced decision; one should be able to follow prescribed pathways, negotiate
prescriptions, or exit prescribed pathways (Bonvin 2012).

Functionings designate real achievements. For instance, a Dutch study identified
nine valuable functionings among older long-term unemployed people: social contact,
feeling appreciated, daily structure, feeling useful, meaningfulness, autonomy, financial
resources, paid work, and being active (Velterop et al. 2020). Capability places a
person in a position to choose from or combine several functionings. People have
different sets of means at their disposal for unfolding their potential and achieving
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Table 1. Evidence map concerning figures and the sources used in their creation.

Figure title

Descriptive/analytic function

Type and coverage of
sources

Sources used for the
figure

Figure 1: Conceptual
framework for
opportunity structures
of ALMP-based AE

Figure 2: Austria, Italy and
the EU-27 average in
the EU-SPI opportunity
sub-index

Figure 3: The opportunity
structure of the
Austrian KmS
programme

Figure 4: Educational
background of the KmS
participants in 2024

Figure 5: Participants
across the three KmS
modules and the
aoLAP in numbers

Figure 6: The opportunity
structure of the Italian
GOL programme

Figure 7: Educational
background of the GOL
participants from 2022
to 2025

Figure 8: Participants in
the five GOL pathways
from 2022 to mid-2025
in numbers and
percent

Foundational interpretative/
analytical device

Illustration of contextual
baseline

Justification of case
sampling

Justification of theoretical
approach

lllustration of the
programme architecture

Case specific interpretative/
analytical device

Indicator of workings of
opportunity structures in
the access dimension

Indicator of workings of
opportunity structures in
the process dimension

lllustration of the
programme architecture

Case specific interpretative/
analytical device

Indicator of workings of the
opportunity structures in
the access dimension

Indicator of workings of the
opportunity structures in
the process dimension

Assemblage of theoretical
concepts and selected
empirical studies

2024 edition of the
European Social
Progress Index (EU-SPI)

Collected datasets
concerning trust and
governance, freedom
and choice, inclusive
society, and advanced
education in European
regions

Open access online
infographics by the
Arbeitsmarkt Service
(AMS, Public
Employment Service)

Unpublished statistical
report by AMS for 2024

Unpublished statistical
reports by the AMS for
2022, 2023, and 2024

Annex to the national law
establishing the GOL
programme in 2021

Official and open access
monitoring report by a
national public research
agency for 2022 to
mid-2025

Official and open access
monitoring report by a
national public research
agency for 2022 to
mid-2025

Bonvin 2012, 2019
Moodie et al. 2023
Vanderavero et al. 2026

European Commission
2025a

AMS 2025c¢

AMS 2025b

AMS 2023, 2024, 2025a

MLPS and MEF 2021

INAPP 2025

INAPP 2025

valuable outcomes. Means encompass personal (e.g. work experience or skills) or
monetary resources (e.g. unemployment benefits or social benefits), commodities
(e.g. books or digital devices), or access to services, like educational counselling.
Resources, commodities, or services are necessary means, yet they are neither suf-
ficient for enhancing capability nor for achieving functionings because conversion
factors are required to turn means into ends.

Conversion factors can be personal resources, socio-cultural and environmental
conditions which positively or negatively affect means (Robeyns 2005). For instance,
owning a digital device is not sufficient for learning effectively on a digital platform,
when a person lacks digital literacy and may also need professional support to
convert their interest in digital learning into the potential to use the platform in a
knowledgeable way. Concerning AE, building on Behler (2019), Broek et al. (2023)
deduced from the literature a list of conversion factors. They are related social
networks, familial structures, economic capital, cultural norms, political measures,
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labour-market developments, or institutional practices. The latter includes practices
within AE programmes, such as learner-centred pedagogy, quality assurance,
inter-institutional cooperation, funding options, or a VNFIL (Carvajal Mufoz 2024,
Vanderavero et al. 2026).

Resonating with Boyadjieva and Ilieva-Trichkova (2021, p. 61), we want to under-
score that adult ‘education can play a role as a means, an end, and a conversion
factor’ and can hardly be determined as one or the other. Because of this, we
understand ALMP-based AE to be an ‘opportunity structure - that is, the interplay
between the available resources and conversion factors offered to the target popu-
lation’ (Vanderavero et al. 2026, p. 75). As an opportunity structure, ALMP-based
AE programmes bring various conversion factors to effect on individual resources
and by this, enhance or block the freedom to achieve valuable ends (e.g. a national
qualification or an employment contract). We consider the composition of conversion
factors to be important for the opportunity structure, for instance when it manifests
in a curricular-like composition providing accessible and valuable learning experi-
ences and educational outcomes, and a relatively coherent yet permeable pathway
from accessing to leaving an ALMP-based AE programme.

ALMP and the composition of AE programmes represent recontextualised social
power. The power they exercise can enhance or block also the capabilities of AE
providers, especially regarding their leeway for professional agency, or cooperation
with other institutions - two aspects considered key to the provision of valuable
AE (Moodie et al. 2023). According to Bonvin (2012, p. 15), the ‘capability approach
is not compatible with a top down or “command and control” mode of governance’
Why this is to be considered becomes tangible in the results of a study on vulner-
able unemployed groups in Spain. Here, AE providers adhered to a ‘linear under-
standing of economic development’ imposed by ALMP and thereby limited ‘internal
and external conversion factors affecting the individuals involved’ (Carvajal Muioz
2024, p. 1159). A particular danger in this respect lies within ‘algorithmic gover-
nance’ (Allhutter et al. 2020, Stepanovi¢ 2024), substituting professional agency for
efficient and effective monitoring.

For the conceptual framework (Figure 1), we used the notion of opportunity
structures and integrated three concepts - capability for education, for voice, and
for work - related to conversion factors in access, process, and outcome dimensions.

We presume that access to ALMP-based AE is a first end for consideration.
Bonvin (2019, p. 280) specifies the ‘capability for education’ and therefore we follow
accordingly in addressing the access dimension. It refers to the ‘freedom to choose
a programme or curriculum one has reason to value’ (Bonvin 2019, p. 280).
Transparent information, individual counselling, formative VNFIL, learning modules,
or cross-entry opportunities are able to convert individual resources into capability
for education because they can strengthen self-awareness, making different options
visible and achievable. By this, they support freedom in following, negotiating, or
exiting prescribed pathways. However, when ill-conceived, these conversion factors
might block freedom. This is argued concerning convergent VNFIL or algorithmic
profiling. Both have the tendency to classify jobseekers based on apparently objective
data and reduce the freedom of choice regarding decisions about future pathways
(Barros 2020, Stepanovi¢ 2024).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework for opportunity structures of ALMP-based AE. Source. Authors
illustration, based on Bonvin (2012, 2019), Moodie et al. (2023), Vanderavero et al. (2026).

From an ALMP perspective, in the labour market, it is not sufficient to consider
access to AE as the primary end. The main goal is to find employment; an
outcome-dimension must therefore be taken into consideration. To this end, we use
the concept of ‘capability for work, that is the ‘freedom to choose the job one has
reason to value’ (Bonvin 2012, p. 13). Gaining formal knowledge, acquiring occu-
pational skills, and experiencing self-efficacy are potential outcomes regarding agency.
Agency-complementing conversion factors can be credentials with intrinsic, social,
or exchange value, even when credentials have lost in labour market relevance, as
indicated for the UK (Brown and Souto-Otero 2020). Offering the chance to acquire
a national qualification (NQ) remains a powerful conversion factor, especially when
the NQ is based on formal knowledge, because it increases the freedom when tran-
sitioning within the labour market as well as the formal education system and, thus,
the chances to achieve valuable functionings (e.g. meaningful employment, or edu-
cational pathways). Formal knowledge is ‘explicit, systematic, and structured, includ-
ing disciplinary knowledge’ and is powerful because it enhances the ‘ability to
understand and act in the world’ (Moodie et al. 2023, pp. 23-24). As shown in a
Norwegian study, gaining an NQ as an adult, has a positive effect on intergenera-
tional social mobility (Bratsberg et al. 2019), especially because NQs are ‘a necessary
precondition to participate fully in society as a citizen and worker. It is the passport
to the lifestyle associated with culture and well-being’ (Wheelahan and Moodie 2025,
p. 887).

While capability for education and for work represent ‘opportunity freedoms),
there is also ‘process freedom’ with the ‘capability for voice’ running throughout all
processes of an ALMP-based AE programme (Bonvin 2019, p. 284). In humanist
AE, the ‘capability for voice’ is fundamental because it refers to the ‘freedom to
express one’s wishes, expectations, desires, etc. and make them count when decisions
concerning oneself are made’ (Bonvin 2019, p. 284). To us, this is firstly an issue
of recognition, which may manifest in formative, divergent VNFIL, valuing what
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one knows, can do, or needs for its intrinsic value to enhance agency. Secondly,
capability for voice is, from our perspective, an issue of pedagogy, implying
learner-centeredness, a focus on intersectional needs, but also quality assurance if
it concerns professional agency rather than techno-rational monitoring (Looney and
Santibanez 2021, Vanderavero et al. 2026).

Methods and materials

The European Social Progress Index (EU-SPI) displays significant differences among
Austria and Italy regarding: 1) the opportunity to participate in democratic processes,
2) to self-determinedly choose an occupation or a workplace, 3) to feel included in
society and communities, and 4) to participate in advanced education. Figure 2
indicates a particularly sharp divergence concerning the participation in advanced
education, including AE and a noteworthy divergence regarding freedom and choice,
including free choice in the labour market (European Commission 2025a).

The evidence, underlying Figure 2, sparked our interest in understanding how
far ALMP in Austria and Italy provide unemployed adults with opportunities that
increase their participation in AE, and support their choices in the labour market.
Through initial desk-research, we found two ALMP-based AE programmes, which
are very different but have both intriguing features, worth assessing through an CA
lens. In Austria, we identified KmS, a modular programme, which offers the chance
to gain an NQ. It was implemented at the peak of the LLL wave in 2011 and

Austria EU27 Italy

Trust and governance

Advanced education Freedom and choice

Inclusive society

Figure 2. Austria, Italy and the EU27 average in the EU-SPI opportunity sub-index. Source. Authors’
illustration, based on European Commission (2025a).
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represents one option among many for unemployed people (Weber et al. 2011). In
Italy, we determined GOL, a programme with five pathways for people in different
stages of unemployment. It was a four-year long (2022-2025) nationwide programme,
in response to the economic and social upheavals after the COVID-19 pandemic
(ANPAL 2024). Being aware of the blatant differences regarding the quantitative
coverage of the two programmes (Figures 5 and 8), and the implicit difficulty in
comparing quantitative aspects, we realised that the opportunity structures are very
tightly bound to the national contexts of ALMP, AE, and the education system in
general. This corresponds well with findings from comparative studies, which empha-
sise the contextual embeddedness of measures within the Upskilling-Pathways (UP)
(Clancy et al. 2020).

We pursue two research questions: What are the features of the two selected
ALMP-based AE programmes in Austria and Italy? How far do opportunity struc-
tures of the programmes enhance capability for education, for voice, and for work?
To address these questions, we aligned our methodological approach with an idio-
graphic systematicity, that epistemologically favours contextual relativism instead of
nomothetic positivism and a socio-cultural case orientation instead of testing stan-
dardised variables (Pietraf3 2017). This justifies a purposefully small N-sampling of
two countries (Austria, Italy) and two units of comparison (KmS, GOL) with one
tertium comparationis: the opportunity structures of the two programmes. The case
orientation allowed us to pursue two methodological avenues: first, to rely on ‘com-
parative research at a distance’ (Phillips and Schweisfurth, 2007, p. 117), using
desk-research and selective reading to identify relevant materials; second, to com-
plement qualitative, quantitative, and visual materials, and use them in the spirit of
a ‘data triangulation ... to reach a maximum of theoretical profit from using the
same method’ (Flick 2018, p. 12).

In Table 1, at end of the introduction, we provide an evidence map to make
transparent how we used institutional and statistical sources and illustrations in the
spirit of data triangulation and to create devices that guide our interpretations and
analyses towards answering our research questions. We used statistics from public
institutional sources for the case of Italy and relied on institutional actors for the
case of Austria. Even if descriptive statistics might not give account of the workings
of opportunity structures and of capability, they complement the interpretation of
the qualitative materials we used to assess the opportunity structures of the two
programmes. Materials for Austria included eight documents by the Arbeitsmarktservice
(AMS, Public Employment Service), referring to the structure and the quantitative
development of KmS (AMS 2020, 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024, 2025c, 2025a, 2025b).
Only one of these materials is openly available; therefore, we received the remaining
documents upon e-mail from the office of the national programme coordinator.
Even with this direct contact, there were no personal interests involved or commu-
nicated from either side. For Italy, materials included the law and two of its annexes,
establishing GOL, as well as three monitoring reports published open access by
ANPAL and INAPP, two public research bodies under the control of the Ministry
of Labour and Social Policies (MLSP) (MLPS and MEF 2021, MEF and MLPS 2021,
ANPAL 2024, INAPP 2024, 2025). The analytical approach involved CA-driven
interpretations of the materials, descriptive statistics, and illustrations concerning
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the two AE programmes. All illustrations were designed by the authors of this
article, based on empirical data manifest in the materials. No artificial intelligence
was used in the research and writing of this article.

The Austrian case
Context and objectives of KmS

Austria has a coordinated market economy and is considered a conservative welfare
state. ALMP governance is characterised by a distinctive form of corporatism and
strong social partners (i.e., employer and employee interest organisations) and is
implemented by the AMS (Cefalo and Kazepov 2025). From 2020 to 2024, the
Austrian employment rate has increased from 74.8% to 77.2%. Regarding unem-
ployment, data indicates a decline to 3.5% of the total population for the same
period (Eurostat 2024b, p. 24). With an incremental decline, the long-term unem-
ployment rate is at 1.1%. Having a 9% rate for young people between 15 and 24
years of age, Not in Employment nor in Education or Training (NEETs), Austria
ranges in the EU midfield (Eurostat 2024b, p. 18). Austria ranges in the top three
EU countries concerning regional unemployment disparities with a difference of
more than six percentage points between the capital of Vienna and the western
regions (9.6% vs. 3.5%) (Eurostat 2024a, p. 66).

ALMP has been emphatically promoting AE, including short courses, longer
programmes, short-term apprenticeship, or VNFIL. AE options also include Second
Chance AE leading qualifications at the level of secondary education. Most impor-
tantly, this includes access to the auflerordentliche Lehrabschlusspriifung (aoLAP,
exceptional admission to the apprenticeship-leave exam), leading to an NQ at
ISCED-Level 3 (International Standard Classification of Education). This option is
of great relevance because due to its strong apprenticeship tradition, ‘Austria presents
a tight coupling between educational qualifications and employment outcomes’
(Cefalo and Kazepov 2025, p. 817).

Concerning AE, there is a state-led governance regime with a high degree of
stakeholder involvement (Desjardins 2017). Located in the Ministry for Economy,
ALMP-based AE is provided by AE organisations on the free market. They are
obliged to apply for eligibility in a public tender to the AMS, which therefore has
a significant role in financing. With a coverage of 38% of all AE spending, Lassnigg
(2011, p. 42) once referred to the AMS as a ‘quasi-monopolist player. More recent
data confirms its sustained predominance, indicating that 28% of AE spending comes
from ALMP (Vogtenhuber et al. 2021).

KmS is rooted within European and national policy developments of the late
2000s. Paradigmatically, KmS is part of larger movement that supported a
humanist-friendly policy framework. During the late 2000s, many measures were
developed, such as a national LLL strategy, a national programme for adult basic
education, for educational counselling, for the VNFIL, and the national framework
for quality assurance in AE (AT-Cert) (Lassnigg 2011). At that time, the highest
formal qualification of up to 45% of unemployed adults was the lower secondary
school leaving certificate. Women were significantly overrepresented in this group.
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National qualification at ISCED-Level 3
Exceptional admission to the apprenticeship-leave exam (aoLAP)

KmS
AE programme Certificate
Module 3
Professional

Certificate
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e AF | Advanced

counselling |
| N Certificate
| Access = clearing Module 1 Cross-entry

B Extensive
AMS placement : Basic Cross-entry

|
|
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|

i d experience in an
[EE
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No or minor experience in an

experience in an occupation
occupation

Figure 3. The opportunity structure of the Austrian KmS programme. Source. Authors’ illustration,
based on AMS (2025c).

Observing that women were struggling with participation in longer-term AE pro-
grammes, a modularised programme was developed to address the needs of unem-
ployed women. Driven by the AMS national bureau, KmS was implemented in
2011. Since then, AE-related research and development organisations have been
responsible for the conceptual development and the formative evaluation (Weber
et al. 2011).

KmS is a modularised programme of non-formal AE (Figure 3). Conceptually,
three modules were designed, each ending with a competence certificate so that
they can be attended one at a time, in a consecutive manner or in phases of recur-
ring unemployment. Participants with little or no experience in an occupational
sector can access the basic module (i.e., re-skilling), those who have some relevant
work experience can directly access the advanced module, and those who have
extensive job experience related to the intended occupation can directly access the
professional module (i.e., up-skilling). All modules have a duration of 8 to 18 weeks.
A key feature is that those having completed the third module have direct access
to the aoLAP with the prospect of an NQ at ISCED-Level 3. Intending to facilitate
labour market mobility, the blueprints of the modules were not apprenticeship cur-
ricula, but learning outcomes related to the national qualification framework (NQF)
(Weber et al. 2011).

As with ALMP-based AE in general, KmS modules are offered by AE organisa-
tions located at the intersection of the institutional contexts of the welfare regime
and the labour market. The involvement of formal educational institutions is realised
through transition pathways, most importantly the aoLAP.

From 2008, a digital profiling system for jobseekers was developed. It should
have been implemented as a semi-automated algorithmic system in 2021, making
job counselling and programme development more efficient and funding decisions
more transparent. This, however, was unveiled as a discriminatory practice (Allhutter
et al. 2020), which instigated several lawsuits. The implementation was eventually
detained.
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Mixed-data analysis of KmS

By reference to Figure 3, we carefully suggest that in the access dimension, oppor-
tunity structures can be conducive to a conversion of individual resources into
capability for education and for voice. This interpretation firstly refers to the KmS
access routes. At the AMS placement interview, job counsellors dialogically identify
and document employment and educational background, as well as interests and
competences to suggest adequate job advertisements or AE programmes. A placement
interview may lead directly to KmS or to an additional individual session at the
AMS educational counselling agency, where interview techniques, questionnaires,
and sometimes also workshops are used to facilitate decisions for any of the optional
AE programmes. Here, jobseekers have the chance to reflect on their experiences,
prior learning, or occupational interests, making it a setting where capability for
voice is possible. Secondly, our interpretation refers to the fact that KmS is one
among several optional AE programmes unemployed people can choose from, among
others short apprenticeships, or longer-term programmes (e.g. for women entering
technical occupations). This inclines us towards a positive assessment of capability
for education because we understand that there is no openly enforced decision for
one or the other AE programme.

When jobseekers have chosen KmS after going any of the two routes, they attend
a clearing similar to a convergent, but formative VNFIL, provided by an AMS sub-
contracting AE provider. Basic competences required for the target occupation and
personal interests are assessed dialogically by AE professionals, eventually selecting
KmS participants based on the assessment results. Jobseekers cannot negotiate pre-
scribed pathways, yet their prior experiences are heard and considered. The assess-
ment is convergent, which means it focusses on a comparison with prescribed
learning outcomes, yet it is also formative and intends to give feedback for future
learning. In case jobseekers aspire to a credential or an NQ, KmS is a valuable
option that recognises prior experience and offers a cross-module entry, and it is,
therefore, attentive to the jobseekers’ situation. Capability for voice, the freedom to
have experiences, and interests valued when being subject to decisions made by
others, is a feature of the opportunity structure in the access dimension. Nevertheless,
it is very likely that its realisation depends on the leeway for professional agency
versus techno-rational monitoring.

Since its beginning in 2011, more than 17,000 unemployed people have attended
KmS modules. Over a course of eight years, the annual number fluctuated between
1166 in 2016 and its peak of 1576 in 2021, sinking again to 1480 in 2024. In 2024,
the gender composition was nearly evenly distributed (48% male, 52% female).
People over 50 years of age represented by far the smallest age-group at about 8%
(AMS 2020, 2024). It is certainly essential for the capability for education that more
experienced jobseekers can directly cross-enter advanced modules. Whether modular
pathways or cross-entry eventually act as conversion factors, we cannot say. This
depends on what a person values more: fast labour market re-entry, or the chance
for a qualification. What we presume is that conversion factors in the labour market
(e.g. demand for older workforce) and economic sphere (e.g. personal income), as
listed by Broek et al. (2023), might interfere with the workings of programme
internal conversion factors, such as the modular structure.
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= Lower secondary school, ISCED 2

= Upper secondary apprenticeship, ISCED 3

= Upper secondary vocational middle school, ISCED 3
Upper secondary vocational/academic school, ISCED 4-5

= Tertiary education, ISCED 6-8

Figure 4. Educational background of the KmS participants in 2024. Source. Authors’ illustration,
based on AMS (2025b).

Long-term unemployed people are served well, considering that far more than
one third of the participants had not been in any employment for more than one
year. What attracts attention are the numbers concerning migratory background.
These numbers have fluctuated yet have consistently increased overall over a course
of six years, reaching nearly two thirds of the total participants in 2024, and the
percentage of asylum seekers has risen from 5.4% to 16% during the same period.
As illustrated in Figure 4, our materials for 2024 revealed a remarkable 64% of
participants with the highest educational level being that of lower secondary school
(AMS 2025b). This high rate is noteworthy because this group is expected to benefit
the most from accessing the aoLAP with the prospective of gaining an NQ. In other
words, an important group is apparently served well and provided with the freedom
to pursue a valuable qualification that has the potential to convert their individual
resources into capability for work.

Figure 5, below, depicts the number of participants across the three modules for
2022-2024. Notable is the comparatively low number in module two. One explana-
tion could be that many participants found employment or transferred to another
measure, such as a short apprenticeship for adults, after module one. Then again,
the rise regarding module three suggests that these people had prior experience in
the occupational field and that it would have been recognised throughout the pro-
cess. The third module is a course preparing for the apprenticeship-leave exam,
equating to the third year of the dual VET school. All modules include a final skills
assessment, with practical, theoretical, and discursive formats based on a recontex-
tualisation of competences in a qualification profile (Weber et al. 2011).

The modular structure with cross-entry-points is a conversion factor because it
makes it possible to pursue KmS, but also other ALMP-based AE measures, thus,
providing options. Moreover, the provision of formal knowledge can be considered
as another conversion factor regarding capability for education and for work. Formal
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Figure 5. Participants across the three KmS modules and the aoLAP in numbers. Source. Authors’
illustration, based on AMS (2023, 2024, 2025a).

knowledge is key to participation in society, including the labour market, as argued
by Moodie et al. (2023). It potentially serves to convert individual resources like
practical occupational skills into capability for work because it supports jobseekers
in evaluating the quality of a job-offer or increases self-confidence in
expert-communication, all of which is agency-enhancing. In our interpretation,
conversion factors like the connection with vocational school curricular content
qualify KmS as more comprehensive than a labour market training and enhance
the capability for work.

At the end of each module, participants are awarded a competence certificate.
Since AE providers are required to account for national quality standards (e.g.
AT-Cert), and with the AMS internal evaluation and accreditation, there is a quality
assurance procedure in place to assure learner-centred pedagogy and certificates
with labour market exchange value. In the past seven years, on average 33% of
participants were in employment three months after completing any of the three
modules. Another three months later, already close to 44% were successfully on the
labour market. For those completing module three, the percentage comes close to
60% (AMS 2020, 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024, 2025b). To what degree the competence
certificates are recognised by employers cannot be ascertained. Its existence could
be accepted as an indicator for greater opportunities on the labour market, however,
given the major importance of formal qualifications (Cefalo and Kazepov 2025), we
doubt that these non-formal competence certificates matter much.

Then again, after the completion of the third module, it is possible to gain access
to the aoLAP and earn an NQ. The rate of people accessing the aoLAP has con-
stantly remained above 50% of those who have completed module three, with a
high of 82% and an average of more than 68%. Since 2022, the numbers have
diverged: KmS module three participation increased, while simultaneously, those
taking the aoLAP decreased (AMS 2020, 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024, 2025a). This trend
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could arguably be ascribed to the greater propensity of the labour market to take
on competent workforce even without an NQ. Assuming these people found employ-
ment after the third module, this divergence, could also be interpreted in favour of
the certificates’ value.

There are three reasons why it is appropriate to perceive an NQ as a conversion
factor for the capability for work in Austria with an eventual impact on the freedom
to choose a valuable lifestyle: 1) because of the historically-developed Austrian
economic structure, mid-level NQs are highly demanded and highly esteemed socially
(Cefalo and Kazepov 2025); 2) statistics highlight that the unemployment rate among
those with an apprenticeship diploma is very low and so is the likelihood of long-term
unemployment; and 3) that such qualification holders have the lowest risk of poverty
in relation to all other types and of qualifications (Statistik Austria 2024, p. 109).
We carefully draw a positive conclusion: KmS provides opportunity structures that
underpin the potential conversion of individual resources into capability for educa-
tion, for voice, and for work.

The Italian case
Context and objectives of GOL

The Italian labour market is characterised by regional disparities and segmented
ALMP in the hands of regional agencies. Italy is the most heterogenous country in
the EU in terms of unemployment. While in 2024, the unemployment rate in
Campania, in the south of Italy, was at 17.4%; in the north, in Bolzano, it was only
2.0% (Eurostat 2024a, p. 66). Classified as a Mediterranean welfare state with a
‘sub-protective regime’ (Cefalo and Kazepov 2025, p. 811, original italics), Italy is
characterised by a ‘heavy reliance on the familistic production of welfare, as well
as poor and fragmented social services’ (Palumbo and Pandolfini 2020, p. 78). Laws
and policies are oftentimes not properly implemented leading to a poor financial
situation for ALMP-based AE programmes exposing vulnerable groups of the pop-
ulation to the forces of economic and social transformation (Zanazzi 2018).

Topical issues are the constantly decreasing working-age population and
skills-mismatch. The latter mostly because many young adults have an excessive
academic education but lack technical skills required by the economy (Palumbo and
Pandolfini 2020). Since 2020, the employment rate of the total population has
improved, yet with 66.3%, it is still the lowest in the EU (Eurostat 2024b, p. 24).
At the same time, the unemployment rate has decreased down to 4.4% of the total
population. A severe problem is long-term unemployment. Despite an incremental
decrease, it has been persistently high, levelling off in 2023 at 4.2% of the labour
force population. With 14%, Italy has one of the highest NEETs rates in the EU
(Eurostat 2024b, p. 18).

Like Austria, Italy has a state-led AE governance regime with stakeholder involve-
ment embedded within a coordinated market economy (Desjardins 2017). AE with
a general orientation is organised by Centri Provinciali per Ulstruzione degli Adulti
(CPIA, Regional Centres for Adult Education), aimed at adults with a low level of
education, regulated and administered by the Ministry of Education. Professional
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associations oversee most adult VET in accordance with guidelines by the Ministry
of Labour and Social Policies. For unemployed people, Centri per I'Impiego (CPI,
Labour Market Centres) and private organisations are both responsible for ALMP-based
AE programmes. Providers of ALMP-based AE are, thus, located at the institutional
intersection of the welfare regime and the labour market, however, with less pro-
nounced relations to institutions of formal education compared to Austria.

With largely school-based VET whose social value is comparatively low, and a
historically strong academic tradition, labour market-based AE is more distant from
the education system, leaning towards employability training rather than educational
pathways. According to Cefalo and Kazepov (2025, p. 819), this results also from
the fact that the ‘Ttalian economy is dominated by small firms, usually scarcely
inclined to innovation and investment in training, that do not value educational
qualifications and certifications’

The development of the GOL programme was strongly influenced by the UP
policy framework (Council of the European Union 2016), but even more so by the
substantial EU funding that, in the aftermath of the pandemic, has provided means
to address some of the country’s major problems like high unemployed rates,
low-skilled adults, and the poor quality of VET. Running for a limited time of four
years (2022-2025), GOL was funded with 4.4 billion Euros from the Piano Nazionale
di Ripresa e Resilienza (PNRR, National Recovery and Resilience Plan). This plan
defined Italy’s post-pandemic development and innovation priorities based on the
EU’s Next Generation programme (MLPS and MEF 2021). The implementation was
also related to the National Plan for New Skills that has set out to reform the VET
system towards more apprenticeship-like structures (INAPP 2024), but more impor-
tantly, it was an impetus for the reform of CPIs. Despite being implemented by
CPIs regionally, collaborating with public and private AE organisations, GOL is the
pivot of a systematic ALMP reform. It represents the attempt to overcome the
problem of regional segmentation caused by a lack of coordination with a national
structure overseeing the regional implementation. With its conceptual structure of
five pathways (Figure 6), GOL intends to offer a new understanding of labour
market-oriented AE.

The law establishing GOL stipulates that three million working poor, unemployed
people, and those living from social benefits should be integrated into one of the
five pathways by 2025. To conform with EU funding requirements, at least 75% of
the 3 million participants must be in one of five categories of vulnerability: women,
long-term unemployed people, under the age of 30, over the age of 55, and people
with disabilities. Of these, 800,000 must participate in AE activities, and another
300,000 in specific digital skills enhancement courses. To keep these quantitative
objectives on track, the GOL programme underwent monitoring twice per year, both
for EU financial reporting and for the central government to maintain control over
the implementation (MLPS and MEF 2021).

Mixed-data analysis of GOL

As illustrated in Figure 6, GOL encompasses five pathways: Four of them for indi-
viduals and one for groups of workers that were made or are going to be made
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Pathway 1 Pathway 2 Pathway 3 Pathway 4 Pathway 5

Labour market Upskilling Reskilling Social service Collective placement
re-entry counselling Short-term training Long-term training offerings
For groups
For people close to the For people with some For people with For long-term unemployed due to
labour market missing competences insufficient unemplyoed or comapny closing
competences handicaped people

Individual assessment in placement interview

Semi-automated assessment of eligibility for participation

Figure 6. The opportunity structure of the Italian GOL programme. Source. Authors' illustration,
based on MLPS and MEF (2021).

redundant during corporate restructuring or closure. Starting with a CPI placement
interview, an ‘assessment quanti-qualitativo’ (ANPAL 2024, p. 5, original italics), job
counsellors use an algorithm-based, semi-automated profiling system to identify the
status and vulnerability of jobseekers. Based on their individual profile, jobseekers
are allocated to the most appropriate pathway. The job counsellor, then, identifies
and suggests suitable AE organisations nearest to the residential area of the jobseeker.

It is essential to remember that GOL pursues a quantitative objective, which is
to integrate 3 million people into the programme. According to the data from May
2025, already more than 3.5 million have been integrated since the beginning of
the programme. Quantitatively speaking, the programme was a success; the goal
was reached before the deadline. However, on a nationwide scale, the implementation
of the programme was hindered, particularly during the start-up phase, by decen-
tralisation issues. This might contribute to the fact that there are great regional
disparities in the number of participants. Yet, interestingly, among the top three
regions are two from the south (Sicily and Campania) and one from the north
(Lombardy), with more than 400,000 participants (INAPP 2025, p. 5).

One of the main intentions of GOL is to include vulnerable groups of the pop-
ulation (i.e., women, long-term unemployed, people under 30 years of age, over 55
years of age, and with disabilities). Statistics concerning these groups as well as
educational and migratory background help to interpret to what extent the oppor-
tunity structure in the access dimension has a quantitative effect. The distribution
among men and women is nearly even but with a somewhat stronger inclination
towards women (45% vs. 55%). Data do not provide detailed information about the
migratory background as it only tells us that a little over 15% have no Italian cit-
izenship. By far the largest age group is that of people between 30 and 54 years of
age (53.7%), while 17% are in the group of 55+. Finally, Figure 7 reveals that for
nearly 47%, the highest prior education was that of the lower secondary school.
Not surprisingly, few people had an NQ at ISCED-Level 3, but more than a third
had completed upper secondary school. Another 11% had earned a tertiary education
degree (INAPP 2025, p. 11).
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Figure 7. Educational background of the GOL participants from 2022-2025. Source. Authors
illustration, based on INAPP (2025).

In sum, despite offering training opportunities to a large number of unemployed
people, and even successfully reaching vulnerable groups, it seems, that the oppor-
tunity structure in the access dimension diminishes the capabilities for voice and
for education. Making one’s experience, values, or needs count and the freedom to
choose a pathway or an AE programme is made difficult by an indicator-based,
semi-automated profiling and pathway allocation that reduces dialogue and chances
to express one’s needs. The CPI counsellor has limited leeway to add qualitative
data to the jobseekers’ profile. What is more, even though participation in the
programme is not an obligation for jobseekers, non-participation, however, negatively
impacts them regarding unemployment compensation or social benefits. (MEF and
MLPS 2021, p. 40) This results in a top-down imposition of sanctions that goes
against the normative presumptions of the CA. Consequently, it seems valid to
assume that there is hardly any enhancement of the capability for education and
the capability for voice when it comes to the access dimension of the GOL pro-
gramme. What is more, because of the quantitative goal and monitoring connected
to it, there appears to be also a tight governance of AE providers, which again
rather blocks the capability of AE organisations through tow-down impositions
(Bonvin 2012).

The first pathway of the GOL programme was for unemployed people who are
close to the labour market. These people have been unemployed only for a short
period of time and have demanded skills-sets. Because of this, AE provision focuses
on re-entry counselling. The second pathway aims for the upskilling of people who
are farther from the labour market but still have certain skills in demand. Short-term
courses are the preferred format to facilitate the acquisition of skills in a gap train-
ing. The third pathway is for jobseekers, who have insufficient employment oppor-
tunities because of their assumed lack of demanded skills. They undergo a more
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Figure 8. Participants in the five GOL pathways from 2022 to mid-2025 in numbers and percent.
Source. Authors’ illustration, based on INAPP (2025).

extensive re-skilling. This is done within long-term courses catering to skills devel-
opment to allow for entering a new occupation. In this pathway, gaining credentials
is possible, yet it is not a standardised feature (MEF and MLPS 2021, p. 45).
Supporting adults with disabilities, in substantial personal crises, and those living
under insufficient conditions, is the main intention in the fourth pathway. Due to
the distinct circumstances of these participants, the provision tends towards
social work.

At 50.7%, most participants were allocated to the first pathway, while in the
second, there were only half as many. 20% were allocated to the third and only
3.8% to the fourth (Figure 8) (INAPP 2025, p. 7). It was mentioned above, that in
Italy, postponing provision or even not carrying it out at all it is not unusual.
Adding to difficulties with documentation, this might explain to some extent why
only 64.2% of all people taken into the programme have been suggested an AE
measure or eventually participated in one. In fact, only a little more than 200,000
have participated in or have completed at least one measure (INAPP 2025, p. 18).
Even if we cannot expect a connection between the number of those who completed
a measure and the number of measures carried out, it is still worth noting that the
report published in 2024 documents that close to 10% of all measures ended pre-
maturely (ANPAL 2024, p. 19).

Since we do not have any participant accounts, we are cautious with our inter-
pretation. Nonetheless, it can be assumed that participants are given the opportunity
to acquire knowledge and skills needed to re-enter the labour market in a way that
appears to be responsive to their situation and immediate needs. In other words,
we have the impression that participants can benefit from the opportunities provided
in each of the five pathways. There seems to be a problem, however, in the tran-
sition from the placement interview to actual participation, suggesting that people
waiting for an AE offer to start might not have the chance to actually take up a
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course. This hinders their capability for education because they may not immediately
be provided with a second option.

Concerning the outcome dimension, two aspects must be mentioned: First, despite
a composite structure, the pathways are not connected, but rather each constitutes
a single block. Consequently, there is no permeability nor any opportunity for
cross-entry nor a consecutive pathway. Second, GOL is not connected to any NQ,
yet it supports job placement. What we observe when looking at the labour market
success statistics is that 40% of all participants were in employment, with nearly
1.3 million (over 36%) who had been taken on after their participation in GOL and
the rest belonging to the working poor, who had been in atypical employment even
while in the programme (INAPP 2025, p. 22). The lack of connection to qualifica-
tions comes with the fact that despite the growing number of apprenticeship pro-
grammes (INAPP 2024), in Italy, VET is primarily school based. And even then, it
lacks a serious commitment to a practice or labour market orientation. These two
aspects suggest an ambivalent interpretation of opportunity structures and their
potential to convert individual resources into capability for work. While the acqui-
sition of skills very likely improves agency in the labour market, whether the freedom
to choose would be greater with an NQ is questionable. It is questionable because
NQs do not have great social value and esteem in Italy, where academic education
is held in higher esteem (Cefalo and Kazepov 2025).

Comparative analysis and discussion

The two programmes provide completely different types of opportunity structures.
Both have a certain coherence and facilitate the transition of unemployed adults
from an initial placement interview via several AE pathways or modules towards
re-entering employment or gaining a NQ. In the Austrian case, coherence is indi-
rectly guided by curricular principles from formal VET yet adopted from qualification
profiles based on the NQR. This is not the case of Italy, where coherence is pursued
rather within each of the five pathways and not along or across them. Even though
NQs are not excluded, the guiding paradigm is employability training.

Commonalities are primarily related to the governance and the institutional set-
ting. Both programmes are embedded in a state-led governance regime with a high
involvement of welfare institutions. AE providers of the two programmes are more
inclined towards formal education institutions in Austria and lean more towards
labour market institutions in Italy. It is regarding the access, process, and outcome
dimensions, that differences and particularities can be discussed as contextually
embedded phenomena (Table 2).

One significant difference relates to the initial counselling and assessment. In
Italy, GOL uses a semi-automated profiling system to allocate jobseekers to an AE
pathway, which might carry the risk of (re)producing discriminatory practices
(Allhutter et al. 2020, Stepanovi¢ 2024). On the contrary, in Austria, such a profiling
system has been detained. Instead, KmS is one among several options for unem-
ployed people. All services rely on a more dialogical approach, even offering
needs-based counselling in counselling agencies and an assessment comparable to
a convergent, yet formative VNFIL. They are all features associated with a more
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Table 2. Summary and juxtaposition of comparative insights.

Austria Italy
Context Coordinated market economy Coordinated market economy
State-led corporatist ALMP/AE governance State-led corporatist AMLP/AE governance
Employment-centred ALMP regime Sub-protective ALMP regime
Coupled with formal education system Weak connection to formal education system
AE-related organisations involved in design Subordinate role of AE organisation
Humanist-friendly spirit and design Human capital spirit and design
Shift towards modernised human capital Need for more effective, efficient provision
Objectives Measure adapted to addresses needs Reform of ALMP and services
Flexible and permeable modularisation Acquisition of EU funds
Lifelong learning and employability Achieving quantitative target
Certificates (NQF), qualifications (ISCED) Training for employability
No differentiation of addressees Focus on vulnerable people
Access Individual counselling and clearing Placement Interview
Several options of AE programs Semi-automated profiling
Recognition of prior learning Individual skills-gap assessment
Cross-entry to advanced measures Counsellor allocation to pathways
Moderate number of participants Number of participants according to target
Addresses migratory, educational background Addresses vulnerability characteristics
Processes Basic, advanced, and professional modules Five pathways for five different profiles
Competence- and vocational Labour market demands-based curricula
curriculum-based Participant needs orientation
Entrance and final competence assessment No assurance of andragogical quality
Assurance of andragogical quality Re-entry counselling in most allocations
Basic and professional modules are attractive
Outcome Competences beyond employability Training for employability
Competence-based certificates for module No competence-based certificates
Access to national apprenticeship exam Limited award of or access to qualifications
High percentage of apprenticeship exams Many entries, few completions
Moderate labour market success Moderate labour market success

learner-centred approach and a capability logic (Looney and Santibafez 2021,
Vanderavero et al. 2026). In terms of the CA, thus, GOL seems to make capability
for education and for voice less likely, while KmS tries to maintain an approach
where jobseekers enjoy some freedom to choose a course which they have reason
to value and have their voices heard when decisions concerning their pathways
are taken.

A second difference concerns the permeability in the process dimension. Neither
a consecutive pathway nor a cross-entry is possible in GOL, where a person, once
allocated to a pathway, has fewer opportunities to choose or move on to any other
pathway. This is a consequence of the conceptual structure and the semi-automated
allocation, whose application, therefore, becomes even more questionable, because
any top-down decision goes against the normative assumptions concerning capabil-
ities (Bonvin 2012). Both achievements, that of a consecutive pathway towards an
NQ and that of a cross-entry into advanced modules, are assured through oppor-
tunity structure in KmS. After all, with its modularised structure, it was designed
as a multi-purpose measure facilitating an immediate labour market entry or a
return to the programme after a phase of employment (Weber et al. 2011). Despite
the statistics at our disposal, we cannot estimate the freedom KmS participants have
in gaining employment they have reason to value. Data indicates that the rate of
people finding a job increases with the advancements of the modules and, more
indicatively, it increases when moving onwards to gain an NQ.
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Lastly, there are significant differences concerning how both programmes are
embedded within the education system. With KmS comes the chance to earn an
NQ with one additional step after the completion of module three. Even beyond
the ‘exchange value (to access the labour market and contribute to an occupational
identity)’ (Wheelahan and Moodie 2025, p. 887), participants are able to benefit
from this. Given the Austrian education system, with this qualification, it is possible
to move directly onwards on the post-secondary VET track, or to sit for an excep-
tional university entrance exam. Universities of Applied Sciences can even directly
accept adults with such a qualification. It is therefore that KmS very likely has a
positive impact on capability for (advanced) education, thus promoting the freedom
to continue in the education system.

Quite contrarily, GOL is neither explicitly embedded within nor directly related
to the education system nor an NQ, even when it is possible in some occupations
and regional areas to gain a qualification in the third re-skilling pathway (MEF and
MLPS 2021). It remains questionable, though, how far the completion of a GOL
measure increases capability for work. This is because the four pathways are not
equally distant from the labour market, so we assume that those in the re-entry
counselling of pathway one could more easily find employment compared to those
in pathways three or four. While this design seems logical, it could still perpetuate
cumulative advantages through ALMP-based AE (Bonoli and Liechti 2018). Our
assessment of the GOL opportunity structure is very cautious. Even if GOL reached
its quantitative objective of 3 million participants with three quarters being in a
state of vulnerability, as pointed out by Cefalo and Kazepov (2025), Italy seems to
be a prime example of the complexity of transition systems, where a policy design
and implementation that might even increase inequalities.

It is possible to discuss these differences by reference to the objectives of the two
programmes. While aiming to increase adult basic skills, Italy openly communicates
that the main goal is to reorganise the labour market service structure and to comply
with EU funding requirements (ANPAL 2024, INAPP 2025). Recalling the conse-
quences regarding social benefits that are tied to non-participation, one might find
a rationale for efficient public spending. This consequently promotes a governance
approach based on technical rationality and the top-down imposition of guidelines
with tight monitoring. The semi-automated profiling in the access to GOL can be
considered one example of this and so can be the pursuit of quantitative objectives
with no counterbalancing assurance of pedagogical quality. In Austria, there are two
aspects that entice one to perceive the programme-related governance as a softer
approach to mobilising and disciplining both the AE organisations and the jobseekers:
1) the generally more diversified ALMP-based AE provision, which positions KmS
as one among several options for unemployed people, and 2) the contextual devel-
opments leading up to KmS handing over an important role to AE-related organi-
sations, also with regard to assuring pedagogical quality. Yet, the risk of AE
organisations conforming, for instance, to predominant neo-liberal governing ratio-
nales (Carvajal Mufioz 2024), is also in Austria not unlikely.
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Conclusions

In this study, we applied Bonvin’s (2012, 2019) concepts of capability for education,
for voice, and for work to assess the opportunity structure of two ALMP-based AE
programmes in Austria and in Italy in access, process, and outcome dimensions.
We arrived at the conclusion that the counselling and assessment of jobseekers’
competences before entering an AE programme (access), the permeability of a
programme across several pathways or modules (process), and the way programmes
are embedded within the formal education system (outcomes) are critical elements
in the design of ALMP-based AE programmes when analysed from the perspective
of the CA.

Some implications for practice and policy are: First, prioritising a dialogical
interaction between jobseekers and counsellors over a potentially more efficient and
effective digital profiling in the access to an ALMP-based AE programme might
allow jobseekers to make their experiences and interest count. Second, jobseekers
might benefit more when provided with several pathways and chances for transitions
across pathways, and the chance to self-determinedly decide which pathway is most
valuable to them. Third, pathways towards a credential or an NQ can be a valuable
additional feature that enables the continuation of educational pathways. Lastly, a
consolidation of diverse practices below the national level might be encouraged
through tight monitoring. In that case, an involvement of AE-related organisations
in the development and implementation of ALMP-based AE programmes bears the
potential to compensate for a possible strict governance approach.

Our study comes with some limitations. Because of the desk-research approach,
we could only assess the conceptual design on a textual level and complement them
with descriptive statistics. Unfortunately, the materials available give no indications
about the actual implementation, the challenges faced by AE organisations and
professionals, and how participants experience the two programmes. Moreover, an
interpretative approach in ICAE research always implies the risk of misinterpretation,
and a bias towards one or the other country. Thus, through a continuous process
of reflection and recursive comparison of our interpretations, we tried to make our
positionality and our individual insights transparent among us authors and limit
national biases to a minimum (Shah 2025). Altogether, we could not leverage the
full analytical and explanatory potential of the CA. Its core proposition that capa-
bility is the freedom to choose what one has reason to value, definitely calls for
qualitative empirical studies involving programme staff and most meaningfully a
representative group of participants, so that valid insights can be gained regarding
their values and experiences in relation to the programme and beyond (Egdell and
Beck 2020, Carvajal Mufoz 2024). This needs to be addressed in future research.
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