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ABSTRACT

Youth proved to be one of the most vulnerable groups in the face of economic
recession, with constant high or even increasing rates of unemployment or NEET all over
EU countries, including Romania. Traineeships, also known as internships or stages, are
becoming more and more important due to their role in facilitating transition of youth
from school to employment, first contact with the world of work and acquisition of
practical skills. Current paper aims to analyses the traineeships experiences in the EU,
with focus on the learning environment provided as well as on their effectiveness in
facilitating access to permanent jobs.
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Introduction

Youth proved to be one of the most vulnerable groups in face of crises and its

effects. Youth unemployment rates are “traditionally” higher as against older groups,
but during and after the current crises they reached levels without precedent
(European Youth Forum, 2013). In 2013, almost 1 in 4 youth aged 15-24 years was
unemployed according to ILO definition, the situation being similar in Romania. But,
Romania is also characterized by one of the highest rates of NEET youth in EU —
16.8% in 2012.
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There are different obstacles hampering the youth access to permanent jobs,
the lack of practical experience being one of the many. Practical competences are
supposed to be developed in the laboratories, during the practice stages, or through job
placements, but their mandatory duration was mentioned as to low and unappealing to
employers in order to increase their involvement and interest. (Mocanu, Zamfir,
Pirciog, 2014)

The paper is focused on the role of employers and manly the role of
traineeships in leading to a permanent employment, aiming to understand to what
degree the political purpose of increasing the role of traineeships is actually feasible,
not only desirable currently.

Employability and the role of practical skills

Increasing workforce employability is one of the most frequent policy goals of
the last years all around the world, several models being proposed.

The definitions for “employability” vary among scientists from the simpler
definition as capacity of individuals to gain initial employment, maintain employment
and obtaining a new one if required (Hillage, Pollards, 1998) to more complex ones,
such as “a set of achievements, skills, understandings and personal attributes that
make graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen
occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the
economy” (Yorke, Knight, 2006).

There are definitions based on different characteristics of the demand side
(macroeconomic factors, labour market factors, vacancies, recruitment practices, etc.),
while others are based on factors influencing the supply side (age, gender, area of
residence, job searching behaviour, skills and personal attributes, practical skills, key
skills, transferable skills, qualifications, position on the labour market) (McQuaid,
Lindsay, 2005). Step by step, the concept of employability started to incorporate also
dimensions such as work culture, access to employment policies support, access to
social capital and other type of resources. (McQuaid, Lindsay, 2005). So currently, the
concept of employability refers not only to different characteristics of job seekers or
employers, but also to the role of existing institutions in facilitating someone position
on the labour market through his/her entire active life (labour market policies, access
to transportation or dependent care facilities).

A lot of emphasized was put in previous studies on sector-specific skills,
transferable skills, key skills, etc. and their role in facilitating access to permanent
employment. Education institutions also put more and more emphasize on the need to
improve links between education and world of work: on the one hand any possibilities
to facilitate the pupils’/students’ access to the world of work must be exploited, the
teaching and learning methodologies have to change from the traditional approach to a
new one combining theoretical and practical skills, but on the other hand job searching
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skills, developing of sectorial skills also have to be taken into account (McGrath,
2009).

Practical skills consist in the ability to apply knowledge and theoretical skills
developed through educational path in order to fulfil some work-related tasks. Due to
the decreasing number of hours incorporated into the curriculum as well as to the
decreasing technological base, sometimes equipping youth pupils or students with
different practical skills could be a challenge.

Work-based learning is on the other hand promoted as one as the core
contributors to employability of youth. So, practical stages, volunteering, internships,
traineeships develop more and more during the last decades, aiming to support the
development and acquisition of different practical skills. They could be organized as
one-year or “thinner” slices of job placements, facilitating the acquisition of different
key or transversal skills. But, there are empirical evidences proving that learning
during these kind of “stages” could be difficult, youth finding themselves in different
marginalising positions during their job placement (Yorke, Knight, 2006).

Nonetheless, work experience could become a core factor facilitating
employability when employers put a specific emphasize on different types of job
placements during their recruitment processes, some of them preferring to recruit out
of those participating to the stages organized in their own companies (Yorke, Knight,
2006) .

Also in Romania, there are qualitative studies carried out on the employability of
higher education graduates pointing on the one hand to the importance of “practical
stages” in facilitating a more smooth and rapid transition from school-to work, but
also to the low quality of the practical stages organized by most of the employers
(Mocanu, Zamfir, Pirciog, 2014).

What traineeships are?

As we mentioned above, there is a common belief, among youth, employers and
educational institutions that acquisition of practical skills and the contract with the
working/organizational culture can facilitate a successful school-to-work transition.
But, on the other hand, there are public concerns related to the quality, fairness and
effectiveness of these stages (European Commission, 2012), that are strongly
criticized for the working environment leading to exploitation in terms of low payment
and short-term-employment with no career prospects (Schmidlin, Witmer, 2007) . The
information across member states started to be covered during the last years by several
comparative studies, covering both the institutional arrangements, as well as
individual experiences of youth.

There is no common definition at EU level with respect to what traineeship is or
covers, usually referring to a limited period of work experience and training spent in a
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company/public body or non-profit institution by students or young graduates and that
rarely lasts more than 6 months. Could take the form of: optional or compulsory part
of curricula, developed in an open market and advertised and organized like any other
job opportunity, part of active labour market policies or part of mandatory professional
training (law, medicine, architecture, etc.) (European Commission, 2012). Also, they
could be developed on different financing sources: institutional grants, university
grant, personal financing, European Social Funds, etc.

We are speaking even of the “traineeship generation”, as those youth, usually
with higher education that despite motivation and job searching behaviour fail to find
permanent employment and develop a strong career path. Sometime traineeship fails
to reach its objective and youth find themselves passing from one
traineeship/internship/stage to another. According to Schmidlin si Witmer (2007)
traineeships seem to be more common among women and graduates of tertiary
education.

Data

We base our analyse on the findings of Flash Eurobarometer 378: The experience
of Traineeships in the EU. Data were collected in Spring 2013 among youth aged 18-
35 years old with respect to their traineeship experiences as well as their benefits from
them. It covers all 27 EU member states and Croatia as accessing country at that
period of time, the sample for each country varying in between 300-500 interviews.
We analyse on the one hand the data for EU countries, with focus on Romanian
experience and incorporating a gender perspective. Data are analysed on the unweight
dataset.

Main findings

Romania ranks among the countries with lowest incidence of traineeship
experiences that are still not supported by an adequate legal framework regulating
their functioning. But, as the Chart 1 points, the central and eastern countries are
placed in the bottom part of the Chart 1. We have on the left side of the distribution
the western countries with sound traineeship experience, and on the right side most of
the new member states aiming to “catch up”.
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Chart 1. The 1nc1dence of tralneeshlp in EU (%
Source: European Commission, (2014) Flash Eurobarometer 378

Only 11% of youth aged 18-35 years old had at least one traineeship experiences,
and, as Chart 2 evidences, the incidence of traineeship is higher among women as
against men, both at EU level, as well as in Romania. This could be due to the fact that
traineeships can be organized in specific sectors that are more or less gender
segregated. Other explanations can cover the increasing awareness of women on the
barriers they face on the labour market, so they seem to engage more in traineeship
experiences with the aim to succeed more in their professional carrier. Or, contrary,
failing in finding permanent employment women engage more on the practical skills
acquisition pathway.
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Chart 2. The incidence of traineeship in EU by gender (%)
Source: European Commission, (2014) Flash Eurobarometer 378
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Some of the youth engage even in more than one traineeship experiences,
passing from one traineeship program to another one. Moreover, almost 1/5 of
surveyed youth had even more that 3 traineeship experiences. When we
analyse the distribution of youth with more than 3 traineeship experiences we
find that usually in Europe is more probable to find women among those that
could be named “intern/trainee by career”. Also, it is more probable for a man
to find permanent jobs than women if it is trainee. Those, at the moment of
investigation, at EU level, 30.7% of men undertaking in the past at least one
traineeship was not working, as against 36.6% of women.

As we can find in the chart below, In Romania women and men have the
same probability to be trapped in a series of traineeships. But labour market
seems to favour more men undertaking traineeships than women. 30.7% of
man that undertook a traineeship in the past is likely to be found in not working
positions, as against 36.7% of women. The explanations could be found in the
specific of different sectors organizing traineeships and the current
unfavourable economic environment.
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Chart 3. Structure of youth with more than 3 traineeship experiences by gender
(%)
Source: European Commission, (2014) Flash Eurobarometer 378
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Chart 4. Current employment status of youth by number of traineeship
experiences and gender at EU level (%)
Source: European Commission, (2014) Flash Eurobarometer 378

When we in-depth analyse by number of traineeship programs, gender and
current employment status, we find that it is more probable for women, irrespective of
the number of traineeship experiences that were carried out to be found in not-working
positions. Also, it is less likely for women to be become self-employed after
undertaking at least one traineeship programme. The same analyse carried out on the
Romanian sample proves men undertaking only one internship are more likely to fail
in finding employment while women are more likely to be found as dependant
employees. But, if the number of traineeship experiences increases, women are more
likely to be trapped in the sequence of “one traineeship to another” than men. Also, as
at EU level, men are more likely to become self-employed.

Another dimension that proved to be relevant in the reaching the aim of
traineeships of increasing employability is when actually the traineeship is undertaken.
As Chart 5 evidences, the probability of traineeships to lead to permanent employment
is higher if the program is undertaking when the pupil/student is about to finish studies
or after their ending. The world of work seems to pay tributes to the belief that fi a
person works during the studies, then the quality of his/her knowledge and skills is
lower.

In Romania the situation is the same for men and women: enrolling into a
traineeship program after completing the studies increases to almost maximum the
probability to find employment after the program ends, while engaging into
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traineeship during or when they are about to finish studies dramatically reduces the
chances for employment.
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Chart 5. Current employment status of youth by moment of the first traineeship
experiences and gender (%)
Source: European Commission, (2014) Flash Eurobarometer 378

Jrnke

Mile

4
H
-;
&

Short conclusions

The incidence of traineeship in Romania is one of the lowest in Europe, being
higher among women and among youth aged 25-29 years, as well as among those with
higher education. Men have a higher probability to have a written agreement/contract
when starting a traineeship (+7 p.p.), a higher probability (46% compared with 34%)
to receive financial compensation (+12 p.p.), as well as a higher probability to sign a
labour contract at the end of their traineeship contract (31 % as against 24%) or to
obtain an extension of their contract (24% as against 22%) (European Commission,
2013).

Also, the low incidence of traineeships is not promising for a near future of
increasing involvement of employers in the process of skills acquisition in Romania,
the burden being still placed more on educational institutions, families and youth.
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