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Abstract

Purpose: A systematic literature review has neglected for years in both national and  
international vocational educational and training (VET) policy research. Recently, scholarly 
interest in and the need for such a review has increased rapidly. This review introduces the 
application of the systematic literature review method, with a focus on research work com-
pleted in European VET policy. 

Approach: To investigate the value and applicability of the systematic literature review me-
thod in European VET policy research, we conducted a pilot study following the guidelines 
and procedures presented by Gessler and Siemer. 

Findings: First, the process of conducting a literature review and its major methodological 
steps are described, followed by a descriptive analysis of the sample and characteristics of the 
studies reviewed. Second, initial insights into the research methodology and the topics that 
emerged during its application are presented. Altogether, we documented a first attempt to 
systematize research on European VET policy, including lessons learned from conducting a 
systematic literature review.

Conclusion: The review revealed that although research on international European VET 
policy research has increased in recent years, hardly any systematization of the current  
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research has been proposed. Instead, most research has been limited to identifying speci-
fic country-related factors. By comparison, we propose a systematic approach to reviewing 
research on European VET policy, being well aware of the strengths and limitations of the 
proposed method and the results. Thus, this systematic review presents a substantial starting 
point and research agenda for further studies on this topic.

Keywords: Systematic Literature Review, Education Policy, Europe, VET, Pilot Study,  
Vocational Education and Training 

1 Introduction
In recent decades, VET policy and governance have attracted growing interest in internati-
onal and comparative studies, such as country case studies or cross-national comparisons. 
Some studies have addressed the internationalization of VET (Smith & Smith, 1999; Tran, 
2013), whereas others have examined the international transfer of VET (Euler, 2013; Me-
waldt, 2014). Further, some studies have focused on VET in Europe in general (e.g., with 
country reports provided by the Cedefop), with many of these addressing VET policy in 
relation to the Lisbon strategy (Ante, 2016; Walkenhorst, 2005). Some review articles have 
emerged in the past years, indicating a highly complex and fragmented field (Busemeyer & 
Trampusch, 2011; Li & Pilz, 2021). Although these studies have provided a partial overview 
of the field, it remains somewhat vague how such literature reviews were conducted me-
thodologically. Thus, despite mounting research on education policy (Bohlinger et al., 2016; 
Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2011) and attempts to systematize methodological and theoretical 
approaches to investigating governance and policy transfer in VET (Barabasch, 2010; Li & 
Pilz, 2021), few studies have examined the current state of research in the field by conducting 
systematic literature reviews (see for example, Caves et al., 2019).

Against a backdrop of the vast volume of literature, the aim of our pilot study was to apply 
a systematic literature review method in the field of international (in detail: European) VET 
research. We explored whether and subsequently how the method could be used to map the 
current state of research. To investigate the value and applicability of the systematic litera-
ture review in examining such research, we performed the methodological steps proposed 
by Gessler and Siemer (2020). In particular, we were concerned with reporting the process 
of applying a systematic literature review to research addressing European VET policy and 
assessing its practicability. To that end, we focused on the methods used and their applicabi-
lity, not on expanding the discourse on VET policy in Europe. The remainder of this paper 
proceeds as follows: First, we present the methods used in this study. Second, we report our 
pilot findings and explain the limitations of our review. Finally, we articulate the implications 
for future research.
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2 Methodology
The pilot study was undertaken as a systematic literature review using the methodology pro-
posed by Gessler and Siemer (2020). Inspired by systematic reviews in other fields (e.g., me-
dicine), this approach allows other researchers to replicate and update the literature by pro-
viding a transparent account of the reviewers' procedures (Booth, 2016; Hart, 2018; Moher et 
al., 2009). In accordance with Gessler and Siemer (2020, p. 104; see Table 4), the procedure of 
a literature review consists of the following four steps (Figure 1): 

1. Defining the scope (i.e., specifying the research problem and research question). 

2. Selecting data (systematic search and eligibility screening: Defining the sources and 
search terms, including the relevant research, and screening and reading the selected 
research to exclude ineligible research). 

3. Processing the data, involving critical appraisal (i.e., assessing the quality of the selected 
sources to exclude poor or inappropriate ones), analysis (i.e., selecting the relevant data 
from the different texts and critically evaluating the data extracted), and synthesis (i.e., 
synthesizing and reanalyzing the pooled data). 

4. Reporting the data (presenting the findings and discussing the conclusions and limita-
tions of the review).

We used four steps of the review process to create a review protocol to conduct the pilot 
study. In the following steps, we provide insights into our pilot results by reflecting on the 
application and suitability of the literature review method in our specific topic area. 

Figure 1: Steps of a Systematic Literature Review (adapted from Gessler and Siemer, 2020)
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2.1 Step 1: Defining the Scope

The pilot study focused on the European VET policy and aimed to identify relevant literature 
following a clear, sound methodological approach proposed by Gessler and Siemer (2020). 
Our aim was not to detail research on European VET policy in terms of comparative educa-
tion. However, this study provides an additional step in mapping the landscape and scope of 
research on European VET policy research, while applying and testing the methodology in 
a heterogeneous field. In particular, we sought to answer the following research questions:

1. What literature can be identified by applying a systematic literature review method of 
research on European VET policy? 

2. What are the main characteristics of the identified studies? 

3. Which research methodologies were followed in the selected studies? 

4. Which research topics can be identified from the studies? 

5. What are the strengths and limitations of the systematic literature review method applied 
to research on European VET policies?

2.2 Step 2: Selecting the Data

The literature search for the review, conducted from August to November 2020, involved 
 searching databases for relevant studies in peer-reviewed literature. We selected the following 
databases: Academic Source Complete (EBSCO), Web of Science (WoS), VOCEDplus, ERIC, 
and Scopus (all databases frequently used by researchers across various disciplines and men-
tioned by Gessler & Siemer, 2020). To search titles, abstracts, and keywords, we developed 
a search query by breaking the main topic down into search terms. We searched for "VET" 
or "vocational education and training"1 in combination with "polic*" (and other appropriate 
terms, e.g., "governance" or "system*", and "reform*"). We limited our search to English peer-
reviewed academic articles published from 2000 to 2020, being aware that there might be 
numerous non-English articles.2 We also restricted the document type to "journal articles" 
and used only sources that were available in full text.  In doing so, we attempted only a pilot 

1 In Europe, the common term for skills development in institutionalized pathways refers to "vocational education and trai-
ning" (VET). We are well aware that terms such as "industrial training", "work-based-learning", and "apprenticeship" are 
common in other contexts. However, as our focus is on policy and governance in vocational contexts in Europe, our main 
search focused on the terms "vocational education and training" either in combination or as single terms.

2 Our first attempt at the systematic literature review aimed at identifying meta-studies (meta-analyses), which presumably 
would have been in English only. However, because we could not identify any meta-studies addressing European VET policy 
or VET policy per se, we expanded our scope towards non-meta-studies but kept English as the sole language of publication.
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search of the literature (i.e., limited to most representative articles in peer-reviewed journals), 
not a comprehensive literature selection. 

Figure 2 represents the stages of selecting sources from the literature. First, the titles, 
abstracts, and keywords of the journal articles were scanned for any connection to our chief 
topic. All articles related to other fields (e.g., veterinarian research) were excluded. Of the 
remaining 75 articles, five duplicate articles (i.e., the same article indexed in different da-
tabases) were eliminated. After this initial check, we assessed the remaining articles in two 
stages. The first stage involved evaluating the abstracts based on predefined criteria. One 
author marked the articles of exclusion based on the criteria, which were double-checked by 
another author. Accordingly, 28 of the 70 articles were excluded. The second stage comprised 
evaluating the relevance of the full-text articles. Ultimately, 30 articles remained for further 
investigation.

Figure 2: Flow Diagram of Article Selection

To be included in the review (i.e., pilot study), the articles had to fulfill four criteria: 

1. Focus on research addressing the VET policy. Because we aimed at a comprehensive 
understanding of the topic, we did not exclude any research context and consciously in-
cluded all kinds of articles, regardless of their disciplinary perspective.
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2. Provide insights into the European context at national, international, and/or systemic 
levels. 

3. Include a clear description of the theoretical approach taken, or the methodology in the 
case of empirical studies. 

4. Be published in English in (double-blind) peer-reviewed journal articles from 2000 (i.e., 
commencing with the Lisbon Strategy) to 2020. 

2.3 Step 3: Processing the Data

The third step included critical appraisal, extracting relevant data, data analysis, and synthe-
sis. After identifying our main sources, selected articles were evaluated based on predefined 
criteria3 by two authors separately. Their individual results were discussed and agreed upon. 
Subsequently, a data extraction form was developed to process the data. To characterize 
the literature examined in our pilot review, chief characteristics were extracted from each 
study (i.e., authors, source, date of publication, and first author's country of residence), the 
study was summarized and research questions were noted. To analyze the articles, we first 
structured and classified them based on evident data (e.g., date of publication or journal 
background) and assessed their overall relevance in Microsoft Excel. Based on our research 
questions, we developed an overview of the themes emerging from the articles. For this pur-
pose, we analyzed the content based on their similarities and differences (Aveyard, 2010) on 
a broader level and grouped similar themes into main categories. After that, we developed 
a brief summary of the aim, approach, and major findings of each article and wrote a short 
statement on the findings. Finally, we undertook a critical discussion and systematization of 
the emerging themes.

2.4 Step 4: Reporting the Data

In the final step, a descriptive analysis of the sample and the characteristics of the articles 
were reported. To characterize the literature included in our review, we used six categories: 
(1) Date of publication, (2) first author's country of residence, (3) journals and subject area, 
(4) type of articles and research methods, and (5) emerging topics and systematization of 
content. Given that our study was a pilot study, we focused on the application of the method 
and the reporting of the data, rather than the interpretation of data.

3 Critical appraisal tools are available for many kinds of research studies (see Gessler & Siemer, 2020). For the purpose of our 
pilot study, we only focused on our predefined selection criteria.
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3 Results

3.1 Date of Publication

Articles published between 2004 and 2020 are depicted in Figure 3. The majority of them 
were published after 2010, with the highest number of sources found in 2010 (four  articles), 
2015 (four articles), and reached a peak in 2018 (five articles). The trend line and constant 
presence of publications in the last five years indicated that the publication of articles is 
 increasing. This emphasized the issue and the nature of the debate about adapting to chan-
ging environments, implying growing interest in scientific research and publishing in peer-
reviewed journals. This supported the findings of the European VET policy becoming the fo-
cus of researchers, particularly after 2000, perhaps being influenced by developments in EU 
policy (Lisbon Strategy, Europe 2020). As earlier research on European VET policy focused 
primarily on these developments from a broader perspective over the years, the focus shifted 
towards the question of how VET is governed at supranational and national levels.

Figure 3: Number of Articles by Year of Publication

3.2 Country of Residence of First Author

In this classification, we examined the background of each first author to provide more in-
sights into their country of residence. As can be observed in Figure 4, nine articles originated 
in Germany, followed by four articles produced in the UK. Studies were located from Estonia, 
Switzerland, Italy, and Norway. Numerous contributions from Germany can be explained 
by both the relatively high number of researchers in the field emanating from Germany's 
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high number of inhabitants and an extensive national research interest in VET. Since we 
only focused on articles published exclusively in English, the data also illustrated countries 
current general interest to publish in English. However, this classification did not provide an 
explicable finding, since the origin of a study can be attributed to the increasing international 
cooperation of universities and research institutions. Most of the studies were written by a 
single author, with few studies produced in cooperation with other scholars.

Figure 4: Country of Residence of First Author

3.3 Journals and Subject Areas

By limiting the articles to only double-blind peer-reviewed journals, we were able to determi-
ne the most important current journals in this area. The publications were classified by being 
divided into two groups: Educational and policy-related journals. Twenty-seven sources were 
published in leading educational journals with a clear focus on VET. However, as exhibited 
in Table 1, three articles were published in policy-related journals. The journals Research in 
Comparative and International Education (RCIE), International Journal for Vocational Edu-
cation and Training (IJRVET), and Journal of Vocational Education and Training (JVET) were 
well represented with between four and six articles. European Journal of Vocational Training 
(EJVT), European Journal of Education (EJE), and Journal of Education and Work (JEW), 
with a European focus were also well represented with two to three articles. The remaining 
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 journals were represented by only one article each. The high distribution in different journals 
can be explained by the fact that VET is a highly heterogeneous field and has been researched 
by various disciplines with theoretical and empirical approaches.

Table 1: Journals and Subject Areas

Journal (educational focus, VET) Abbreviation #

Research in Comparative and International Education RCIE 6

International Journal for Vocational Education and Training IJVETR 5

Journal of Vocational Education and Training JVET 4

European Journal of Vocational Training EJVT 3

European Journal of Education EJE 2

Journal of Education and Work JEW 2

Journal of Adult and Continuing Education JACE 1

Empirical Research in Vocational Education and Training ERVET 1

International Journal of Lifelong Education IJLE 1

Journal of Comparative and International Education Compare 1

Oxford Review of Education Oxf. Rev. Educ. 1

N (total) 27

Journal (policy-related focus, others) Abbreviation #

Governance: An International Journal of Policy and Administration Governance 1

European Journal of Industrial Relations Eur. J. Ind. Relat. 1

Transfer: The European Review of Labour and Research Transfer 1

N (total) 3

3.4 Types of Articles and Research Methods

Another classification of articles was provided based on the type of article and the research 
methodology used. The articles were first categorized into applied research articles and theo-
retical articles to examine whether the articles were either conceptual or empirical in nature. 
For some articles, the author did not state which method was applied. These characteristics 
were assessed after reading the articles. Articles were classified as theoretical papers if there 
was a limited or absent empirical component. If a clearly elaborated methodological and 
empirical component existed, the article was classified as empirical research. Overall, the 
majority of articles were empirical in nature, with less research providing only a theoretical 
(conceptual) analysis. 

A close examination of the methodology of the articles revealed that the majority were 
qualitative or explorative in nature, with a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods. Al-
most half of the articles involved single-or multiple-case studies. The preferred methods for 
collecting data were interviews and questionnaires. Other forms included the analysis of 
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political documents and other historical or national data. Common data analysis methods 
involved content analysis or country-based analysis. This wide range of research approaches 
and methods emphasizes the growing interest of researchers from different backgrounds and 
perspectives.

3.5 Emerging Topics and Systematizing the Content

Following the planned steps, the articles were classified by assessing the similarities of to-
pics and methods used. In the first preliminary analysis, we identified three main categories 
(or primary topics): EU policy and EU governance, comparison of countries, and impact of 
policy on Member States—and three methodological instruments—content analysis, compa-
rative analysis of countries, and single-country studies (Figure 5). Although they overlap in 
scope and content, they provided initial insights into the content and state of research on the 
topic. Due to wide ranging topics that emerged in the pilot study, we briefly summarized the 
articles in each category.

Figure 5: Emerging Topics and Systematization of Content

(1) Governance in European VET Policy at the EU System Level

Regarding content, 12 articles were assigned to the first category. The topic of EU policy or 
governance in VET was examined at the European meta or macro level. At this level, the 
specifications and implementation of VET policies in Europe were analyzed. Contextually, 
the question of the success of established governance structures and processes was relevant, 
being measured by the outcomes and structures of VET systems and their functionality 
(Barabasch, 2010). We found diverse article topics such as implementation of qualifications 
frameworks, VET policies and governance structures, comparisons of training models, and 
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more. The methodological approach of these articles employed content analysis, historical 
overviews, and qualitative analysis of relevant documents.

Specifically, Bohlinger (2012) and Ure (2015) analyzed countries' experiences with lear-
ning outcomes and its efforts to establish or reform qualifications frameworks according to 
the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). We revealed the emergence of a learning 
outcomes orientation from an EU policy perspective and reviewed countries' anticipations 
and expectations regarding the development of qualifications frameworks and instruments 
to validate learning outcomes. The focus of both papers is on governing VET policy, for 
example, by means of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC). Similarly, Grollmann and 
Ruth (2006) address the Lisbon Agenda and its implications for VET. Their article covers the 
relevant EU policy topics, including the Bruges-Copenhagen Process, the ECVET (European 
Credit System for Vocational Education and Training), the EQF, and the OMC as a means 
to attain the Lisbon Goals. The authors showed that there was "no standard European path 
for achieving the Lisbon Goals, but rather that there are considerable variations depending 
on the prevailing VET systems and the respective VET policy" (Grollmann & Ruth, 2006, p. 
366). From the aforementioned EU policy topics, the ECVET is dealt with in greater depth 
in another paper. Ryan et al. (2018) focused on the equivalency and compatibility between 
the ECVET and the ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) by reviewing the findings of 11 
EU-funded projects. The authors concluded that the projects were successful in identifying 
several points of compatibility and developing useful tools and frameworks to facilitate per-
meability between the two systems. While achieving credit equivalency between the ECVET 
and the ECTS does not seem feasible, the findings indicated that using a learning outcome-
based equivalency framework seems a more promising approach.

Greinert (2004) and Clarke and Winch (2015) analyzed "design philosophies" (Clarke 
& Winch, 2015, p. 543) of VET policies and VET structures. The authors identified and 
 compared national VET structures and training models (mostly the German apprenticeship 
scheme and the Anglo-Saxon training model) against other countries' VET structures in 
light of their historical emergence. Contrary to the EU's dominating VET policy aims, they 
conclude that "the effectiveness of the European tools and their successful implementation at 
occupational and sectoral levels […] will rest on incorporating employee interests and grea-
ter educational content into VET systems" (Clarke & Winch, 2015, p. 604). Similarly, but with 
a stronger focus on decision-making processes, Oliver (2010) applies a framework of gover-
nance (Pierre & Peter, 2005) "to assess the impact of complexity in VET governance systems 
by focusing on how complexity affects the four governance system outcomes:  Adaptability, 
coherence, inclusiveness, and accountability" of VET systems in England, Australia, the 
United States, Germany, Spain, and Denmark (Oliver, 2010, p. 270). While Greinert (2004) 
and Clarke and Winch (2015) contrast mostly different training models, Emmenegger et 
al. (2019) compare similar training models—so-called collective skill formation systems in 
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Austria, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. Their conceptual article fo-
cuses on corporative and decentralized governance structures where the authors develop a 
"framework for the analysis of cooperation in decentralised collective skill formation sys-
tems" (Emmenegger et al., 2019, p. 23) that is "helpful for the analysis of those areas of poli-
tical economies in which actors face cooperation dilemmas within decentralised governance 
contexts" (p. 39). Cooperation as a condition of success is also emphasized in an article by 
Šćepanović and Artiles (2020). The concept of dual VET is discussed by explaining the com-
peting logics behind it and providing an overview of the EU's policy approaches to VET. They 
claim that VET represents a special kind of formation, which requires high levels of coordi-
nation among all stakeholders to ensure quality and comparability. However, many European 
countries lack necessary institutional prerequisites. Consequently, "despite the investment of 
significant resources into the promotion of 'dual' VET, the results so far have been, and are 
likely to remain, highly uneven" (Šćepanović & Artiles, 2020, p. 24).

Rauner and Wittig (2010) also compared corporativist VET systems and structures in 
Austria, Denmark, Germany, and Switzerland. Similar to Greinert, they focus on the incor-
poration of work process knowledge in VET structures and its implications for governing 
VET structures. Their overview of a theoretical framework to identify plural governance 
structures in VET (in particular in apprenticeship schemes) concludes that "complexity as-
sociated with different governance processes and the ways they have evolved demonstrates 
a need to distinguish between complexity relating to decision-making processes and policy 
instruments and processes for allocating resources and generating feedback" (Rauner & Wit-
tig, 2010, p. 271).

Viertel (2010) explored international VET cooperation and made the case for considering 
sustainable development to be a policy obligation for the European Training Foundation 
(ETF) and VET reform efforts in its partner countries as "adjusting VET to today's complex 
sustainability challenges is a major, but essential task" (Viertel, 2010, p. 231). Based on a dis-
cussion of economic practices from a sustainability perspective, the author investigated what 
impact on knowledge and skills could be derived from this. Implications for VET reforms, 
especially those supported by the ETF, include the application of inclusive practices, the re-
consideration of competences for sustainable development, and the design of appropriate 
didactical approaches to foster them.

The article by Kämäräinen (2017) is somewhat different from the other articles in that it is 
a tribute to David Raffe's lifetime achievement on VET research, VET policy, and European 
cooperation.
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(2) European VET Policy and Cross-Country Comparisons in the EU 

The second category examines the European VET policy and comprises cross-country 
comparisons. Ten articles were identified in this category, which were heterogeneous regar-
ding content. There were articles that provided general insight into recent developments in 
VET policy in the EU, presenting problems and challenges using country-specific examp-
les. Further, other articles explored cross-national variations with formally institutionalized 
"feedback mechanisms". There was also often a sector-specific focus, such as a study on VET 
in the construction sector comparing several European countries. Other articles focused on 
national VET systems, their structures, coherence, and educational reforms in specific Euro-
pean countries. Although the contents of this category differed greatly, their methodological 
approaches were similar and mostly employed comparative analyses.

Trampusch (2009) and Souto-Otero and Ure (2012) focused on a system-related per-
spective exploring how European VET policies were reflected in different national VET 
systems. The authors compared two countries based on a case study analysis. Trampusch 
(2009) analyzed the effects of the Copenhagen process on vocational training policy in Aus-
tria and Germany. Embedding the analysis of Europeanization in a more general analysis of 
institutional change and building upon a comparison of Germany and Austria, the author 
offered insights into two divergent dynamics of Europeanization in two similar VET systems. 
In Germany, Europeanization occurs as reform policies and politics. However, in Austria, 
 Europeanization occurs more as institutional change by default, without strategically enacted 
reform initiatives shaped by the EU. Similarly, based on a two-country comparison, Souto-
Otero and Ure (2012) explored differences in governmental ambition in Norway and Spain 
to increase coherence, defined as "the internal connections of individual educational strands 
and the points of contact between strands," (Souto-Otero & Ure, 2012, p. 92) of their VET 
systems. The authors provide two conceptualizations of coherence (vertical and horizontal 
coherence) and illustrated that while both countries sought coherence, the roots of their stri-
ving for it, the ways that they operationalized the term, and the emphasis of their actions dif-
fered substantially. This can be related to how VET interests and stakeholders are organized 
in each country. In comparison, Heikkinen (2004) determined the need to use a historical 
and contextual approach to understanding VET systems through discussions on continuing 
education in Nordic countries and Germany.

Following a comparative perspective, other studies focused on the investigation of the 
European VET policy convergence through specific elements, tools, and topics, e.g., "mo-
dularisation" and "formal feedback mechanisms". In a cross-country comparison, Pilz et al. 
(2018) compared the experiences of modularization in seven European countries. The au-
thors described different pathways and indicated that while modularization in some coun-
tries takes a radical form, other countries follow a mixed approach. The authors concluded 
that no two countries have adopted the same form of modularization, yet some countries 
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have cited common challenges in the modularization process. Similarly, Markowitsch and 
Hefler (2018) addressed the topic of feedback-mechanism building through a comparative 
analysis of 15 European countries to enhance an understanding of cross-national variations 
in formally institutionalized "feedback mechanisms" between VET and the labor market. 
The study identified four different formal feedback mechanisms that represented the main 
types found in European countries: 1) The liberal model, explained by VET in England and 
higher VET in Austria; 2) the statist model, explained by school-based VET in Austria; 3) 
the participatory model, explained by VET in France; and 4) the coordinated model, explai-
ned by apprenticeship training in Germany and Austria. Other authors attended to different 
patterns of social dialogue over VET and their implications for qualifications and workforce 
mobility. For Winterton (2007), qualification and related processes played different roles and 
were given different degrees of attention in the agendas of social partners across countries, 
depending on the model of social partnership. For example, state-regulated systems (such as 
Germany and France) facilitate a clearly prescribed role for social partners, whereas market 
systems (such as Italy and the UK) are associated with uneven involvement. Social dialogue 
in school-focused systems (e.g., Italy and France) is inevitably less developed than in work-
place-focused systems (e.g., Germany and the UK) because schooled VET is divorced from 
the domain where the social partners have the most competence. 

Further, there were articles examining specific occupational foci or providing insights 
from micro-level perspectives. Clarke et al. (2020) drew on a study of VET regarding low-
energy construction (LEC) developments in 10 countries (Belgium, Bulgaria, Finland, Ger-
many, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Poland, Slovenia, and Spain), which analyzed current provi-
sions in the context of near-zero energy building (NZEB) implementation, the construction 
labor market, workforce characteristics, and national VET systems. Roosmaa (2019) analyzed 
how the choice of upper-secondary education and training specialization, general or vocatio-
nal, enabled future participation in non-formal education (NFE) based on EU Labour Force 
Survey data from 28 countries. Misra (2011) shed light on VET teacher training systems 
across European countries by offering insights into policies and approaches adopted in the 
EU to train VET teachers. Drawing on results from document analyses and interviews (e.g., 
with VET teachers, representatives from VET teacher unions, and VET policy makers at the 
government level), the author identified core VET teacher training challenges in Europe and 
recommended several strategies for the continuing professionalization of VET teachers.

Although most studies focused on the differences between the countries concerned and 
the EU Member States, some scholars provided insights into the integration and implemen-
tation of the Lisbon Strategy and differences between the partner countries4. For example, 
Masson (2007) provided an overview of recent developments and challenges faced by VET 

4 The term "partner countries" refers to the use of the word in the context of the article. The term is not to be equated with 
the European Member States, it refers to the partner countries of the European Training Foundation (ETF) such as Serbia, 
Romania, Turkey, Tunisia, Hungary etc. (see Masson, 2007, p. 48f.).
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systems in the Western Balkans, Turkey, and other countries covered by the "wider European 
neighborhood" policy. This results in diverse situations across the Union and new Member 
States and is even greater in partner countries. The results also establish that the messages 
from Copenhagen have already begun to take hold in some of these countries. Their systemic 
value has increased awareness and acted as a catalyst for reform. 

(3) European VET Policy Implementation at the National Levels

Of the 30 identified articles, eight could be assigned to the third main category. A common 
theme of all articles in this category was the tracing of the Europeanization processes of VET 
systems. In this context, the impact of the European VET policy on specific education policy 
mechanisms or effects on the VET or education systems of specific national Member States 
were investigated. Thus, these studies examined the effects of the EU VET policy (decisions, 
directives, recommendations, etc.) on Member States and were conducted as country studies 
or case studies. Due to the consideration of such processes at a specific country level, only a 
limited summarizing consideration of the contents of the articles was feasible. 

Some articles dealt with the impact of education policy processes at a supranational level 
(EU level), such as the Lisbon Strategy and the Copenhagen Process, to a national level. For 
example, Cort (2010) examined the interactions between the Copenhagen Process, European 
VET, and Danish VET policies. Based on analyses of policy documents, research reports, and 
social actor-level interviews, Cort highlighted institutional changes in VET. Consequently, 
she drew conclusions about potential changes that need long term consideration. In exami-
ning the impact of European policy processes, other articles addressed policy instruments in 
particular and their application in specific European Member States. 

Deissinger (2015) focused on the institutional field of vocational education. Regarding 
the effects of the alignment of national VET systems, he analyzed supranational governance 
instruments in the context of the EQF. Using Germany as an example, he examined the forms 
and practices of nongovernmental institutions in the vocational education system and drew 
conclusions about their responsibility for preserving the culture of the dual system.

De Paor (2018) used the results of an explanatory case study in the context of the out-
comes of Erasmus+ and the strategic partnership with QUAKE to examine the role of the 
professional development of teachers in VET. The findings, drawn from the views of Irish 
VET teachers, demonstrated the importance of the use of European tools such as ECVET in 
teachers' professional development, which can facilitate making professional development 
an integral part of the teaching and learning process, ensuring more successful adoption of 
educational change.

The effects of the Bologna Process on the Dutch dual higher education system were the 
focus of van Houten (2018). His analysis focused on the effects on employment opportunities 
in the labor market. In this context, it highlights opportunities and tensions in employment 
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relationships for students and employers. Through his findings, van Houten uncovered a gap 
between higher vocational education and secondary vocational education, which reduced 
the employability of low-skilled workers and contributed to the inequality of employment 
opportunities for vocational graduates.

Two of the articles dealt with the impact of European professional policy on professi-
onalization processes of the heterogeneous professional group of adult educators and the 
standardization of the recognition of competences in this field. Mikulec (2019) analyzed the 
formulation of requirements for adult education by the European Union and examined their 
impact on Slovenian adult education. Within the framework of a document analysis, efforts 
to conceptualize the recognition processes of adult educators' professional competences in 
Slovenia were traced. He found that unified recognition processes were unlikely due to the 
unmanageable heterogeneity of professional roles and competences to be recognized. Paulos 
(2015) focused on the EU's contribution to the definition of adult education policy at a coun-
try level. Using the example of education policy structures in Portugal, the author explained 
that the professionalization of adult educators in Portugal was in a process of alignment.  A 
need for evidence-based policies to create structures for the professional development of 
adult educators was identified.

Rein (2017) also dealt with competence recognition. His research related to the incre-
asing science-related demand for company specialists and managers and the resulting de-
sign of the professionalization of these professions. By examining learning outcomes in dual 
vocational study programs in Germany, he found characteristics of overarching vocational 
 competencies and defined relevant requirement areas in initial and continuing education and 
training. These are seen as important prerequisites for enabling the connectivity of qualifica-
tions and transitions within and between education systems.

Loogma (2016) dealt with educational policy mechanisms in general. This author ex-
plored the process of Europeanization of the VET policy in terms of policy learning and 
policy transfer in general. To make the implementation of these processes transparent, she 
examined the process of redesigning an educational space through the influences of Euro-
peanization of VET policy, using Estonia as an example. In this case study, the increase in 
the implementation of VET institutions, the shift toward active learning by the EU, and the 
introduction of standardized policy instruments were made evident.

3.6 Limitations of the Systematization of the Content

We are aware that the three main categories presented above overlap somewhat with one ano-
ther and with other topics identified in the sample. For that reason, the basic purpose of any 
literature review—that is, to compare contexts and provide a mapping of existing knowledge 
in a field—could be fulfilled only to a limited extent. In particular, some core topics adjacent 
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to the three main categories were European tools, policies, and instruments to govern VET, 
the professionalization of VET staff (teacher training, adult educators), and models and struc-
tures of VET (i.e., VET regimes). Other articles covered topics such as the modularization 
of VET or the Bologna process in higher education. At the same time, our analysis revealed 
no overarching (theoretical) framework or academic discipline upon which the articles had 
been built. Research in the field refers to various (educational) political contexts, contains 
reform strategies, and, in some cases, follows different methodological logics. Because the 
methodological approaches to research in the field exhibit fragmentation, any systematic lite-
rature review of this field would be characterized by certain challenges and may be regarded 
as an additional step in accessing and systematizing such a complex research topic.

4 Discussion and Conclusion
Research on European VET policy can be described as a highly heterogeneous field that 
challenges systematic investigations in the literature. In our pilot study, we found that the 
systematic literature review method was difficult to apply given numerous limitations and 
restrictions, which will be discussed critically and considered for future research in this field. 
In this section, we review our experience with the process of conducting a systematic review. 
We structured our discussion according to the four-step model as introduced in Section 2. 
Although more research is required, we highlight some lessons learned from our pilot study.

First, any systematic literature review should begin with a number of research questions 
and a clear scope. In the fragmented, heterogeneous field of European VET policy, research 
questions for systematic literature reviews should seek to help synthesize current knowledge 
and offer a state-of-the-art overview of research in the field. However, overly broad research 
questions can result in massive amounts of information, thereby making literature reviews 
unmanageable. Consequently, narrowing the scope of research and focusing on a subtopic 
or more specific research questions in the area of interest could be helpful (see for example, 
Caves et al., 2019). Beyond that, a type of review (e.g., narrative review, scoping review, meta-
analyses) suitable to the scope should be chosen (e.g., Gessler & Siemer, 2020).

Second, data selection is a critical step for any systematic review, and our attempts to 
follow the process of a systematic literature review have highlighted several domain-specific 
challenges in data selection. Within the scope of our pilot study, we searched certain data-
bases and focused only on double-blind peer-reviewed English journal articles. Our search 
was also restricted to a span of 20 years, and as a result, the search results were limited. 
Grey literature (e.g., working papers and conference presentations), which often provide new 
and current scientific findings (in this particular field), was not integrated into our review. 
 Moreover, we excluded monographies, anthologies, and political documents, such as direc-
tives, recommendations, or guidelines, which are indispensable sources in the field. Based 
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on our pilot study, only a few articles covered a 20-year period of research. Moreover, some 
relevant research articles were clearly missing from our sample, although we are aware that 
such literature exists (e.g., Bohlinger, 2019; Brockmann et al., 2009). Our oversight can be 
explained by our selection criteria, which were highly restrictive. Combinations of search 
terms such as "VET" and "policy", "VET" and "governance", "VET" and "system" may have 
netted some of the more obvious titles in literature in the field. Unfortunately, a great deal 
was also excluded, such as articles on VET policy that do not contain the term "VET" or have 
titles where VET is paired with a relevant term (e.g., "competence"). Future research should 
focus on the selection of keywords and the overall search strategy. The selection of keywords 
should be derived from the research questions obtained from known primary studies and 
cross-checked in terms of terminology and cultural differences in cross-country studies. 
Depending on the purpose of the review, the search can be more comprehensive (scoping 
review) or selective (i.e., meta-analysis). For a comprehensive stand-alone literature review, 
the literature search should include multiple databases, be conducted with backward and for-
ward searches, and include additional relevant literature indicated by snowballing or experts 
in the field, among other strategies. 

Third, data processing needs to be extracted and synthesized in an accurate manner, suita-
ble for the research questions. While our sample was small and extremely diverse in scope, it 
did not reflect the importance of the topic or the relevance of some literature in the field. For 
example, we decided against ranking the final list of articles according to their H-factor or 
the number of citations in Google Scholar. Moreover, as we excluded articles by  international 
stakeholders such as the OECD or the European Commission, we are unable to derive any 
statement about the importance of the articles in our sample. Our general data extraction was 
an essential, helpful step to deconstruct the range of studies and facilitate their comparison. 
The central result of the application of the literature review method is that EU VET policy 
research is a heterogeneous field concerning academic disciplines, theories, and research ap-
proaches. As Barabasch and Wolf (2009) concluded in their study on policy transfer in VET, 
methodological research on European VET policy is equivalent to an investigative research 
approach because receiving access to information sources and background information is 
demanding. Furthermore, the interests of the individual countries in education policy are 
highly diverse; hence, political discourse can hardly be depicted in its entirety (e.g., Bara-
basch & Wolf, 2009, p. 23). Due to the inter- and transdisciplinary nature of our sample, the 
results of our analysis are more general, and we have only been able to provide a descriptive 
systematization in the field. Although we did not perform a detailed content analysis, our 
work marks a starting point for future research on this topic. Even Gessler and Siemer (2020) 
have underscored the importance of more quantitative reviews, and to be appropriate for 
statistical meta-analysis, studies have to be as similar as possible to the questions that they try 
to answer and the methods that they use. Considering the state of recent literature and our 
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initial findings, we believe that a scoping review or narrative review that involves applying 
qualitative analytical techniques for synthesis could be an appropriate method for further 
reviews on European VET policy.

Fourth, reporting data allows a presentation of the findings of a review and the process of 
conducting it. It allows other researchers to follow the same steps and potentially achieve the 
same results. The literature review should not only follow a clear structure that ties studies to 
key topics, characteristics, and categories, but also indicates opportunities and directions for 
future research.

In this paper, we have documented an attempt to conduct a systematic literature review 
in the field of international VET research with a focus on European VET policy. We aimed 
to explore the extent to which this method is helpful in mapping the current state of research 
and systematizing knowledge in this field. Our experiences with attempting systematic lite-
rature reviews have confirmed that the basic stages of the review process appear to be use-
ful. However, some modifications and extensions could significantly improve its value as a 
research method for future studies on VET policy, especially in Europe. Although our study 
highlights some challenges and future directions regarding applying the method proposed 
by Gessler and Siemer (2020), our pilot study also revealed some issues relating to the to-
pics addressed in the individual articles reviewed. The core topics in the field of VET gover-
nance and European VET policy are governance mechanisms and the impact of European 
VET policy and related policies, including learning outcomes, qualifications frameworks, 
the Copenhagen process, and, to some extent, the Bologna process. Moreover, one of the 
core topics refers to the analysis of systems and structures of VET, including VET models 
and the collaboration and cooperation of stakeholders, and conceptualizing the coherence 
in VET and VET teachers and trainers. These are the starting points for mapping the field of 
European VET policy.
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