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Abstract
Non-formal education and related competencies extending beyond formal skills 
are not (yet) given equal consideration in education research. In particular, stud-
ies dealing with the relationship between non-formal education and positive ef-
fects on school-to-work-transition (STWT) are rare. The aim of the paper is to 
strengthen research in this field theoretically and practically. In doing so, we (1) 
developed a conceptual framework for potential research. Considerations include 
social background variables, characteristics of participation in activities, and 
skills and resources related to the STWT. We have (2) worked out which problems 
arise in measuring non-formal education with German surveys, and then go into 
more detail on the potential and limitations of the Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) 
and the National Education Panel Study (NEPS). It has been shown that non-for-
mal education is only recorded to a limited extent in both longitudinal studies. In 
general, the focus is often on the frequency of sports, school, music, and art activ-
ities. Other activities, as well as engagement and program characteristics, are ne-
glected, measured irregularly, or sometimes only included in the panel at a later 
stage. To increase the potential for research on the connections between non-for-
mal education and STWT, non-formal education would have to be recorded in a 
more differentiated way in the existing German (panel) studies.
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Die Rolle der non-formalen Bildung beim Übergang von  
der Schule ins Berufsleben 
Konzeptioneller Rahmen und Analysepotenziale 
ausgewählter Umfragedaten in Deutschland

Zusammenfassung
Non-formale Bildung und damit verbundene Kompetenzen, die über schulische 
Fähigkeiten hinausgehen, werden in der Bildungsforschung (noch) nicht gleich-
wertig berücksichtigt. Insbesondere Studien, die sich mit dem Zusammenhang 
zwischen non-formaler Bildung und positiven Effekten auf den Übergang von 
der Schule ins Berufsleben beschäftigen, sind selten. Ziel des Beitrags ist es, For-
schung in diesem Feld theoretisch und praktisch zu stärken. Hierzu haben wir 
(1) ein konzeptionelles Rahmenmodell für potentielle Forschungsarbeiten entwi
ckelt. Berücksichtigt sind dabei u. a. der soziale Hintergrund, Merkmale der Teil-
nahme an Aktivitäten sowie Fähigkeiten und Ressourcen in Bezug auf den Über-
gang Schule–Beruf. Wir haben (2) herausgearbeitet, welche Probleme sich in der 
Messung non-formaler Bildung mit deutschen Surveys ergeben, und gehen an-
schließend näher auf das Potential und die Limitationen des Sozio-ökonomischen 
Panel (SOEP) und des Nationalen Bildungspanels (NEPS) ein. Es hat sich gezeigt, 
dass non-formale Bildung in beiden Längsschnittstudien nur eingeschränkt erfasst 
wird. Im Allgemeinen liegt der Fokus oft auf der Häufigkeit von Sport-, Schul-, 
Musik- oder Kunstaktivitäten. Andere Aktivitäten sowie Engagement- und Pro-
grammmerkmale werden vernachlässigt, unregelmäßig gemessen oder wurden 
teils erst später in das Panel aufgenommen. Um das Potenzial für die Erfor-
schung von Zusammenhängen zwischen non-formaler Bildung und Übergangser-
folg zu erhöhen, müsste non-formale Bildung in den bestehenden deutschen 
(Längsschnitt-)Studien differenzierter erfasst werden.

Schlagworte
Übergang Schule–Beruf, non-formale Bildung, organisierte Freizeitaktivitäten, 
Panel-Studien, konzeptionelles Rahmenmodell

Introduction 

Formal education and therewith-linked qualifications play an important role in 
successfully coping with school-to-work transitions (STWT), as they facilitate ac-
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cess to further education and qualifications and the labor market. Nevertheless, a 
rapidly changing world of work constantly places new demands on employees and 
their personal attitudes; thus, other competencies are becoming more important. 
These so-called “key qualifications” cannot be “taught”; rather, one has to create 
opportunity spaces in which they can be learned (Arnold et al., 2020). Consequent-
ly, research on informal and non-formal education with a focus on the potential of 
participation in extracurricular activities has increased recently regarding positive 
youth development in general and specifically for the acquisition of key qualifica-
tions (Farb & Matjasko, 2012, p. 1928). Accordingly, non-formal activity participa-
tion can be referred to as “key ecological resources” for young people (Agans et al., 
2014, p. 928).

Since the availability of the first PISA study and the confirmation of the strong 
effects of social origin, especially for the German educational system (Prenzel et 
al., 2013), attention to non-formal and informal educational processes has also in-
creased in Germany (Düx & Rauschenbach, 2013). However, this rising interest is 
especially aimed at acquiring formal competences and improving school perfor-
mance (Fischer, 2020). Until today, non-formal settings and related competences 
extending beyond formal skills are not (yet) given equal consideration (Harring, 
2013). Research on the role of non-formal education for STWT is limited, even 
though non-formal education can improve future opportunities for young people 
(Rauschenbach, 2011). Existing studies confirmed positive effects on the develop-
ment of vocational goal orientation and STWT through actively participating in 
non-formal settings (Hemming et al., 2020; Hemming & Reißig, 2015).

As non-formal educational processes occur in different fields and settings, re-
search is challenging from a theoretical and methodological perspective. According-
ly, the related field of research is diverse, albeit small. Due to its interdisciplinary 
character, emerging research questions are also heterogeneous. Moreover, there is 
a lack of theoretical models and methodological approaches based on which the de-
velopmental potential of non-formal processes could be theoretically explained, and 
detailed questions answered (Fischer et al., 2011; Grunert, 2016).

Accordingly, the paper focuses on the following objectives, which are processed 
in succession: (1) developing a conceptual framework for non-formal education and 
STWT based on the state of research and existing measuring concepts of non-for-
mal education; and (2) reviewing NEPS and SOEP regarding their fit to the concep-
tual framework, in order to draw conclusions for the further development of these 
panel studies. 

1.	 Specification of Basic Terminologies 

Although research on non-formal education has increased significantly in the last 
20 years, there are no uniform definitions. The lack of a conceptual basis for edu-
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cational processes in non-formal settings is reflected in inaccuracies or overlapping 
terms that need to be fundamentally clarified (Grunert, 2016). 

However, non-formal education cannot be defined in “isolation” but is always 
to be seen in relation to formal and informal education. For this paper, we use the 
definition of formal, non-formal, and informal learning/education following the Eu-
ropean Council, which led to a stronger focus on informal and non-formal educa-
tion in the political and scientific discourse in the past decades (Commission of the 
European Communities, 2000, p. 8):

“Formal learning takes place in education […] institutions, leading to recognized 
[…] qualifications. […] Non-formal learning takes place alongside the mainstream 
systems of education […] and does not typically lead to […] certificates. […] In-
formal learning is a natural accompaniment to everyday life. Unlike formal and 
non-formal learning, informal learning is not necessarily intentional.”

However, as Colley, Hodkinson, and Malcolm argue, a strict subdivision also has 
disadvantages: “Seeing informal and formal learning as fundamentally separate re-
sults in stereotyping and a tendency for the advocates of one to see only the weak-
nesses of the other” (2003, p. 8). Rather, an integrated understanding of formality 
and informality – which can be found in all learning modes, sometimes even at the 
same time  – would be suitable. Thus, non-formal education should be seen on a 
continuum between formal and informal learning (Rohs, 2014), which can be illus-
trated by the example of schools, long considered a purely formal place of education 
in Germany. German schools have changed significantly lately with the expansion 
of all-day schools and the rising number of non-formal activities, which are offered 
on school premises mostly in the afternoon hours. At the same time, non-obligato-
ry courses are offered, which typically belong to the formal sector. Not least, many 
non-formal activities continue outside of school in other institutionalized structures 
or private contexts, accompanied by informal learning processes.

According to our understanding, non-formal education mainly includes partic-
ipation in organized extracurricular activities that take place in leisure time, i. e., 
regular hobbies, and are led by an activity leader (Mahoney & Stattin, 2000). Such 
activities can be found in various institutional contexts in Germany, e. g., in (sports) 
clubs, music or art schools, commercial providers, churches, offers of child and 
youth work, mentoring, adult education centers, libraries, and not least in the con-
text of (all-day) schools.

From a life-course perspective, these activities are an integral part of the life-
long learning concept. The concept allows (young) people to acquire and maintain 
the skills, abilities, and perspectives they need to adapt to a continuously changing 
environment (Commission of the European Communities, 2000). In the course of 
increased challenges in STWT, non-formal activities are expected to provide young 
people with specific skills that are important for the transition and later employ-
ment (Grunert, 2012). 
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2.	 State of Research on the Role of Non-Formal 
Education for School-to-Work Transition 

When considering the role of non-formal education in STWT, two aspects have to be 
taken into account (UNICEF, 2019, p. 3): (1) the process of preparing for the tran-
sition, in which young people have access to and can develop skills, competencies, 
and qualifications with the aim of entering into employment; and (2) the process of 
making the transition, where young people access job opportunities by making use 
of their skills. The transition process thus plays a key role in social integration for 
young people (Kreher, 2008). Transition pathways depend on macro-level structur-
al factors, like the labor or training market, and institutional factors, like school or 
career orientation offers (Fink, 2010). Regional contextual conditions are also im-
portant in this respect, such as the supply demand ratio or the proportion of high 
school graduates (Kleinert, 2015; Seeber, 2013). On the micro level, personal and 
social resources, like social support or specific competencies, and indicators of so-
cial origin, like migration background, affect the transition process (Finger, 2022). 
In this regard, school performance and the attended educational track play a par-
ticularly important role (Achatz et al., 2022; Jacob  & Solga, 2015). Especially, so-
cial and personal resources can be positively promoted through participation and 
gained experiences in non-formal educational offers. 

Research has demonstrated that non-formal education is associated with a num-
ber of general positive personal and interpersonal developmental experiences in ad-
olescence (Blomfield & Barber, 2011; Farb & Matjasko, 2012), which can be linked 
to resources relevant for STWT. Seeing STWT as one of the most important devel-
opmental tasks in adolescence, participating in non-formal activities can support 
dealing with this developmental challenge as these activities can have positive ef-
fects on coping with different developmental tasks (Mahoney et al., 2005). Further-
more, participation is linked with positive effects on well-being and life satisfaction 
(Larson, 2000; Sporer & Noack, 2008), which, on the one hand, are considered a 
prerequisite for successfully managing the transition and, on the other hand, also 
function as the result of a successful transition. Participation can also support the 
positive development of societal values (Denault & Poulin, 2009; Mahoney & Vest, 
2012) and social competencies (Blomfield  & Barber, 2011; Busseri et al., 2006), 
both important soft skills for managing the transition. Engaged adolescents show 
less psychosocial distress (Mahoney  & Vest, 2012; Oberle et al., 2019) and less 
problem behavior (Mahoney & Vest, 2012; Simmons et al., 2021). It can be assumed 
that the absence of stress and problems can also foster the transition process. 

From a formal perspective and linkage to STWT-relevant output, non-formal 
activity participation can support school attachment, academic achievement, and 
higher academic aspirations, and can reduce drop-out rates (Arnoldt et al., 2016; 
Metsäpelto  & Pulkkinen, 2014; Modecki et al., 2018). In addition, an optimistic 
view of the future can be supported through activity participation (Erlinghagen et 
al., 2018).
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In turn, other studies confirm positive developmental effects on personal and so-
cial resources that are directly important for successful transitions: Activity partic-
ipation can promote goal achievement and priority-setting through the motivation 
to set challenging goals in the activity (Larson, 2000) and, thus, positively influence 
educational pathways and educational aspirations (Arnoldt et al., 2016; Farb & Mat-
jasko, 2012; Fischer & Theis, 2014). Furthermore, activity participation can support 
the development of relationships with adults outside the home in a work-relevant 
network (Denault & Poulin, 2009; Hansen et al., 2003). In the specific case of vol-
unteering, competence development is particularly promoted in the social and po-
litical spheres (Düx, 2009). 

In addition, different longitudinal studies with a specific focus on STWT were 
found: Cabane (2015) showed that childhood sporting activities were correlated 
with the level of autonomy and leadership tasks reported at work 13 years later. 
Gardner, Roth, and Brooks-Gunn (2008) demonstrated that positive developmental 
effects of intensity and duration of participation extend well into young adulthood, 
with effects evident up to eight years after graduation. A study on career indeci-
sion illustrated that participation in arts/sociocultural activities predicted increased 
vocational exploration, whereas in academic-related committees and civic engage-
ment, a decrease was captured at the end of high school (Denault et al., 2019). Ger-
man studies also proved that valuable experiences and competences for working 
life, such as problem-solving skills, decision-making abilities, or acceptance of re-
sponsibility, are acquired in organized activities (Düx & Sass, 2005; Kreher, 2008; 
Tully & Wahler, 2004). Moreover, Düx (2009) confirmed the effect of civic engage-
ment on career choice; she showed that those engaged during adolescence were 
more likely to work in healthcare, education, or social sectors. Hemming and Reißig 
(2015) demonstrated that club activities positively support the transition to work 
five years after graduation, but not the transition to vocational educational train-
ing one year later. Hemming et al. (2020) showed that sports club participation 
can foster vocational goal orientation for young people in low educational tracks. 
Martin Schmid (2020) analyzed the comparability of non-formally and informally 
acquired competences for vocational education and training in Germany, Austria 
and Switzerland. He came to the conclusion that cross-national comparability is re-
served for formal education in particular due to different structures in the in-school 
and out-of-school education sectors.

This literature review shows that numerous studies exist addressing indirect-
ly or directly effects of non-formal activities on STWT and reveal various correla-
tions. With the positive effects shown, non-formal education offers even have the 
potential to reduce the gap between social origin indicators and school performance 
(Barber et al., 2014) an important parameter in the transition process. However, 
the use of non-formal education is also subject to selective processes, which means 
that disadvantaged young people miss out on important educational opportunities 
(Hemming  & Tillmann, 2023). However, correlations in most studies were small; 
sometimes contradictory results appeared, or general effects were missing. Thus, al-
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though non-formal activity participation contributes to individual development and 
motivation and can promote employment opportunities (Abdullai et al., 2012), pos-
itive effects are not found generally so far and seem to do not work equally for all 
young people (Balaguer et al., 2020). Nevertheless, this is not uncommon in social 
science studies, considering that successful STWT depends not only on individual 
social and personal resources but also on local structures in the labor and training 
markets, as well as on overall social and economic conditions. Yet, there is still a 
lack of studies that systematically analyze the relationship between non-formal ac-
tivities and STWT by using a suitable theoretical and empirical framework, espe-
cially regarding longitudinal studies. Studies should take into account the various 
relevant dimensions and program characteristics discussed below. This could also 
strengthen an international research direction from a comparative perspective.

3.	 Conceptual Framework Development

Due to the interdisciplinary, diverse, and broad orientation of the research, there 
is a lack of unified theoretical concepts. Based on the limited research on the rela-
tionship between non-formal activity participation and STWT from an integrated 
perspective, we have developed a conceptual framework (Fig.1). The framework has 
a heuristic characteristic and, thus, shall apply to different questions, related ac-
tivities, and programs in the field of research on non-formal education and STWT. 
To show a complete picture, we complete our approach of the “state of research”, 
where the focus was only on the effects of non-formal activities on STWT, with con-
sidering influences in various directions.

To serve as a basis, we integrated different existing theoretical approaches and 
concepts. Following Hemming (2019), the resource model of coping with life (Fend 
et al., 2009) acts as a heuristic background. Also, Alicke et al. (2009) used this 
model for analyzing STWT. Accordingly, STWT as a developmental task in adoles-
cence is affected by different resources, social background indicators, and the choice 
of a “specific context.” Non-formal activity participation can be understood in such 
a context. Thus, the framework integrates non-formal activity participation, predict-
ing indicators, and outcome indicators. To specify further, we used the conceptual 
model of participation in organized activities (Bohnert et al., 2010, p. 579) and the 
general model of education effectiveness in the field of extended education (Stech-
er & Maschke, 2013, p. 34), as well as complementary perspectives of the state of 
research.

Participation in non-formal education: When analyzing positive effects, spe-
cific characteristics of participation and activities need to be considered (Agans et 
al., 2014; Hemming et al. 2024). Following Bohnert et al. (2010), we distinguish 
between program and engagement characteristics. We assume that these two di-
mensions are determining factors for whether and how the supportive potential of 
non-formal education for STWT can unfold. However, we adapted/extended some 
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of the indicators. As engagement characteristics, we include intensity, duration, 
and variety (Agans et al., 2014; Denault & Poulin, 2009), and enhanced the model 
of Bohnert et al. (2010) by the dimensions of joy, self-determination (Mahoney & 
Cairns, 1997), and responsibility in the form of a specific role or function within 
an activity (Braun, 2014). For program characteristics, the quality of the offers is 
found to be central (Denault & Poulin, 2009; Fischer & Theis, 2014). We integrated 
further type, peer orientation, and norms/structure. Mahoney and Stattin (2000) 
pointed out the significant role of the relationship with the activity leader, thus, we 
also included this specific indicator. The model of Stecher and Maschke (2013) con-
siders comparable indicators, although not as specified. 

Social background indicators: Participation in non-formal education is charac-
terized by social selection. Accordingly, it is important to consider background indi-
cators in the conceptual framework. Following Hemming (2019), we refer to Bour-
dieu’s concept of social, economic, and cultural capital (1983), and complementary 
sociodemographic factors. Based on a valid theoretical concept, we cover individ-
ual and family contexts, also identified as predictors in other models (Bohnert et 
al., 2010; Stecher  & Maschke, 2013). In addition, physical and mental health can 
be analyzed as an important personal indicator of both, the influence on access to 
non-formal education, and also partly as a result of non-formal education (Oberle 
et al. 2019).

Local non-formal education landscape and local labor market: The local supply 
structures and conditions in the fields of non-formal education and transition labor 
market are particularly important to consider in (comparative) regional analyses 
(Cabane et al. 2016). 

Youth outcomes: Existing models refer to youth outcomes of non-formal activ-
ity participation but are not further differentiated for STWT (Bohnert et al., 2010; 
Stecher  & Maschke, 2013). Also, the outcome categories are primarily general 
(Bohnert et al., 2010). In addition, most studies focus on formal competencies, such 
as academic achievement or learning strategies (Fischer, 2020; Schüpbach & Lilla, 
2019; Stecher  & Maschke, 2013). Following impact studies with a developmental 
perspective, we use a broader definition of positive youth outcomes. In the frame-
work, educational performance/aspirations are only one aspect of general skills 
and resources. Following the presented state of research, we also included self-con-
cept, social network, specific skills, well-being, and less problem behavior as pos-
itively affected dimensions of participation in non-formal education. We assume 
that these general skills and resources are related to STWT-specific outcomes, both 
as predictor and criterion indicators, whereas a mutual reinforcement is expected. 
The included STWT outcomes are likewise deduced from the presented state of re-
search, focusing on relevant skills and resources: vocational goal orientation, pro-
fessional self-concept, professional social network, vocational skills, and successful 
STWT. 

To better understand the heuristic conceptual framework, it is important to 
note that individual elements can influence each other, and no linear dependen-
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cies are assumed. Moreover, interdependencies will grow with increasing (life) time 
(Bohnert et al., 2010). However, when applying the conceptual framework to con-
crete empirical studies, it is necessary to specify the assumptions and formulate 
them in certain directions. The conceptual framework can thus be used to indicate 
the directions and strengths of the influences, both as a research template and to il-
lustrate the results. In addition, it can be expanded or focused on specific research 
questions. For example, health can, on the one hand, be seen as an individual back-
ground indicator in connection with access to non-formal education, and on the 
other hand, it can be analyzed as a dependent variable.

4.	 The Potential of German Survey Data for Analyzing 
Non-Formal Education and School-to-Work 
Transition

To elaborate the potential of existing data sets regarding non-formal education and 
STWT, we first provide a general overview of existing survey data. Then we go into 
more detail with the NEPS and SOEP data sets and their potentials and limitations 
for applying our previously developed conceptual framework.

4.1	 Overview of German Survey Data2

For our review, databases from FDZ-GESIS, Verbund-FDB, and FDZ-IAB were 
searched using fixed keywords: labor market, youth, leisure activities, and non-for-
mal education. As far as possible, questions on STWT and non-formal education 
were examined in the related questionnaires. Additionally, data sets referred to in 
the literature were added. However, our data search did not follow the principles of 
a systematic review (Pollock & Berge, 2018), nor did it include international data-
bases due to the focus on German survey data. Both would have exceeded the objec-
tives of the paper. The complete overview of our review can be accessed here (Link 
to the attachment)3. In the following, the main results of our research will be pre-
sented comprehensively.

Overall, 43 data sets were found: 20 panel and 23 trend/cross-sectional sur-
veys. Panel studies especially focus on educational trajectories (e. g., BIJU, BIKS, 
NEPS). While most of them only look at the school years, a few go beyond and look 
at STWT or only focus on STWT (e. g., BIBB-Übergangsstudie, PASS). Some pan-
els only survey certain target groups, e. g., low secondary school graduates (e. g., 
DJI-Übergangspanel, Bildungsverläufe in Arbeiterfamilen) or students (e. g., TOS-

2	 See Table A1 at the end of the paper for list of used abbreviations in this chapter.
3	 The overview includes the assessment of the indicators listed in the above presented 

Conceptual Framework. It should be noted that the aspects “local non-formal education 
landscape”, “local labour market”, and “health” were not examined in detail.
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CA, BerO, BerinA). In contrast, others focus on broader target groups (e. g., NEPS, 
SOEP) and/or cover different birth cohorts (e. g., SOEP, NEPS).

The range of data sets focusing on education is broad (e. g., NEPS, BIKS, LAU/
ULME, Mannheimer Bildungspanel). Even if education is not the main focus, edu-
cational indicators are often captured as control variables. However, due to the fo-
cus on formal education, non-formal educational indicators are less included. Only 
a few surveys (mainly trend studies) include items on non-formal education (e. g., 
Shell study, Freiwilligensurvey, NEPS, SOEP). While comparing those, the follow-
ing measurement issues have been found: 

•	 Most studies cover non-formal education only through sports, arts, and music ac-
tivities (e. g., SOEP, BIJU/BIKS). Other activities were neglected or not measured 
continuously (e. g., NEPS such as youth clubs, and political associations  – two 
measurement points in grade 9 and three years later). Thus, breadth and changes 
in activity participation cannot be reconstructed. 

•	 Short-term engagements are often not covered. However, young people have in-
creasingly preferred these kinds of engagements recently (Bundesministerium für 
Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend, 2021, 29ff.). Thus, short-term activities 
and their effects remain undetected and cannot be related to (positive) outcomes.

•	 Most engagement and program characteristics are not or only partially covered. 
The most measured characteristics are frequency, duration, and responsibility.

•	 The items on leisure time behavior of young people rarely reveal whether the ac-
tivity is guided or not guided, and to which extent it is guided. Exceptions to those 
problems are certain trend studies such as the Shell study and FWS due to their 
thematic focus on spare time activities.

•	 Mostly, the frequency scale ranges from “once a month” to “daily” and does not 
always fit the type of activity. Most activities are practiced on a weekly basis, and 
some activities are seasonal or irregular (e. g., youth leaders in summer camps).

•	 Due to the design and thematic focus of the studies, non-formal activities are ei-
ther measured during school time (e. g., BIJU, Mannheimer Bildungspanel), in 
working life (e. g., AES, especially on-the-job training), or cross-sectionally. Hard-
ly any of the cross-life studies look at participation in non-formal activities from 
childhood to adulthood (exception: e. g., NEPS, SOEP). Thus, it is not possible to 
track engagement and related changes in non-formal activities over different life 
stages or compare different birth cohorts.

•	 Most studies do not include items regarding the internal or external motivation 
for joining/leaving an activity. However, those are of particular interest in analyz-
ing the selectivity of participation in non-formal activities.

•	 Some studies survey psychosocial aspects (e. g. subjective life satisfaction). Diag-
noses are not usually recorded. 

Consequently, the available data sets that include information on non-formal edu-
cation and STWT are insufficient. 
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Since NEPS and SOEP collect information over the life span (in-school vs. af-
ter-school), it is possible to track different stages in STWT as well as specific aspects 
of participation in non-formal activities over time. Both provide monthly informa-
tion about employment status through retrospective items and frequent measure-
ment points. Furthermore, they are easily accessible and have a high number of cas-
es, which is needed for complex statistical procedures. The data overview showed, 
that among these Studies NEPS and SOEP have a high potential for analysis of the 
relationship between non-formal education and STWT following our conceptual 
framework, and thus these two panels will be discussed in more detail in the fol-
lowing section. 

4.2	 Comparison of the Socio-Economic Panel and National 
Educational Panel Study 

The SOEP determines the socio-economic situation from a longitudinal perspec-
tive in Germany since 1984. It is one of the most extensive and longest-running 
multidisciplinary household surveys worldwide and is designed as an active panel. 
Although its focus lies on adults’ socio-economic situations, childhood and youth 
have been considered over the last 20 years. Consequently, items that capture for-
mal and non-formal education and thus enable the analysis of educational trajecto-
ries from birth onwards were also included (Lohmann et al., 2009). The youth sur-
vey (age 16/17) was implemented in 2000. After, surveys during secondary school 
(age 13/14), primary school (age 11/12, 9/10, and 7/8), and during preschool, birth, 
and the fetal phase (newborn until age 6) were added step by step. Depending on 
the age, the parents or the child answered the questionnaire. SOEP is also part of 
international data sets. The enrichment, linkage and harmonization of SOEP survey 
data with household (panel) data from other countries (e. g., Canada, USA, Japan, 
Switzerland) is thus partly possible.

The NEPS focuses on the development of competencies, educational processes, 
educational decisions, and returns to education in formal, non-formal, and informal 
contexts throughout the life span. It has a multi-cohort sequential design with ap-
proximately 60,000 subjects and six different cohorts starting at various stages of 
life (adults, students, 9th grade, 5th grade, kindergarten, and newborns). While the 
start cohort 06 – SC06 (adults) began in 2007, the others followed between 2010 
and 2012. Thus, two cohorts are of particular interest: SC03 (from 5th grade on/11 
waves) and SC04 (from 9th grade on/11 waves.). 

We now focus on the potentials of SOEP and NEPS regarding the application of 
the conceptual framework and related research questions. Table 1 provides an over-
view of all dimensions of our framework and indicates whether and how they were 
captured and operationalized in SOEP and NEPS, respectively.
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Table 1:	 Overview: Analyzing Potential of SOEP and NEPS for Applying Conceptual 
Framework 

Dimensions SOEP NEPS (SC03 & SC04)

Social Background Indicators

Sociodemographic 
Indicators & Forms of 
Capital (Economic, So-
cial, Cultural), Health 

•	 Standard indicators such as migra-
tion background, age, school certif-
icates, educational background of 
the parents

•	 Focus is on economic capital: de-
tailed information about income, 
property, and so on

•	 Social/cultural capital such as 
networks and friends is captured 
less compared to economic capital 
(most questions were added in the 
last 5 years)

•	 Health: subjective wellbeing, Sat-
isfaction with health, self-rated 
health, quality of sleep, sadness, 
disability, stress

•	 Standard indicators such as mi-
gration background, age, school 
certificates, educational back-
ground of the parents

•	 Economic capital is measured, 
i. e., by income, parents’ job

•	 Main focus on language, reading 
skills, education-related ques-
tions, as well as social and cultural 
capital

•	 Especially items regarding social 
and cultural capital, i. e., visiting 
the theater, ambitious friends, 
support from family

•	 Health: self-rated health, school 
wellbeing, days of absence due to 
illness, stress

Regional Labor Market Indicators

Number of apprentice-
ship vacancies, unem-
ployment rate, Skilled 
labor shortage

Provision of labor market data via the Research Data Center of the Federal Em-
ployment Agency at the IAB (FDZ IAB) 

Non-formal Education Landscape

Number of offers in dif-
ferent sectors, Variety 
of activities

No comprehensive data available

Participation in Non-Formal Education

Engagement Characteristics

Variety •	 Organized activities: sports, music 
(only at age 17)

•	 Early childhood education activi-
ties (e. g., music activities)

•	 Spare-time activities: e. g., spend-
ing time with friends, playing 
music, social engagement, playing 
on a computer at 11/12, 13/14, 
and 17 (unclear whether guided/
non-guided) 

•	 More options for refugees/mi-
grants (e. g. cultural club)

•	 Engagement in school (e. g., stu-
dent representative, school para-
medic)

•	 Organized activities: Sport, Music, 
Arts (available each wave)

•	 Additional battery organized ac-
tivities: youth clubs, voluntary 
relief organizations, churches, 
denominational/religious youth 
groups, fan clubs, culture clubs, 
political associations, others (open 
question) (asked grade 9 and 3 
years after)

•	 Engagement in school (e. g., stu-
dent representative, school para-
medic)
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Dimensions SOEP NEPS (SC03 & SC04)

Duration •	 Only for music and sports, if the 
person still participates at age 17

•	 Spare-time activities: regularly 
asked from age 11 on (3 measure-
ment points before 18, yearly after)

•	 Continuous measuring of sports, 
arts, and music during and after 
school years 

•	 Beginning/duration of additional 
activities is unclear

Intensity •	 No information about music or 
sports

•	 Frequency measured for spare-
time activities ranges from daily to 
once a month/never

•	 Organized activities: frequency 
measured for sports, music, arts

•	 Additional organized activities: 
intensity only asked grade 9 and 
3 years after/frequency measured 
from daily to once a month/never

Joy / Available for music, arts (not fre-
quently measured)

Self-determination / /

Responsibility Item: holding an honorary office (from 
18 years on) added in a leisure time 
battery and as an additional indepen-
dent question

Additional organized activities: Only 
asked grade 9 and 3 years later (in-
cludes sports and music clubs) 

Program Characteristics

Quality / /

Type / Information on the type of provider 
(VHS, club, school, alone) given for 
art, music, sports

Norms/Structure / /

Peers / /

Activity Leader / /

Youth Outcomes

General Skills & Resources

Educational Perfor-
mance/Aspiration, 
Self-Concept, Social 
Network, Specific 
Skills, Well-being, Less 
Problem Behavior

•	 Information on grades (main sub-
jects), educational aspiration, oc-
cupational wish, well-being, partly 
problem behavior (cigarettes and 
alcohol)

•	 Cognitive test for assignment of 
word pairs, complete equations, 
and assign figures at age 16/17 
since 2006

•	 Scales such as Big5, locus of con-
trol frequently measured during 
childhood and after

•	 No information on social networks 
and specific skills 

•	 Social capital covers information 
about friends and family (most 
added in survey year 2015/2017)

•	 Information on grades (differ-
ent subjects), self-assessment of 
school performance, well-being, 
educational and occupational as-
piration (frequently measured)

•	 Various competency tests (e. g., 
ICT literacy, mathematic/lan-
guage competencies) conducted at 
different survey years

•	 Broad range of scales on skills and 
attitudes, such as Big5

•	 Focus on language and reading 
skills 

•	 Social capital covers detailed in-
formation on friends and family, 
i. e., if they are ambitious, time 
and effort, career orientation
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Dimensions SOEP NEPS (SC03 & SC04)

STWT Specific Outcomes

Professional Self-Con-
cept

/ /

Vocational Goal Ori-
entation

•	 Occupational wish measured at age 
16/17

•	 Career orientation/plans measured 
at age 16/17

•	 Information on income, working 
hours, and details about the em-
ployer (yearly)

•	 Occupational aspiration, frequent-
ly asked from grade 9 on

•	 Career orientation, frequently 
asked from grade 9 on

•	 Information about income, work-
ing hours, and vocational success 
is frequently asked once the re-
spondent leaves school

Professional Social 
Network

/ Acquaintances working in the same 
profession, advice of acquaintances

Vocational Skills No specific skills captured (only, e. g., 
Big5, risk aversion, locus of control)

•	 Skills achieved during an intern-
ship, i. e., working with comput-
ers, communication skills, han-
dling money (grade 9)

•	 Taking part in further job training 
during apprenticeship

•	 Skills achieved during the study 
program, i. e., critical thinking, 
working independently 

Successful STWT Monthly deployment status (but no 
difference between school, university, 
or school-based vocational educational 
training) 

•	 Monthly employment and edu-
cational status (different and de-
tailed questions about the kind of 
apprenticeship/study program)

•	 Questions regarding the quality 
and success of the apprenticeship/
study program, i. e., joy, grades, 
motivation, skills, further job 
training

Note. Information on captured indicators derived from open access documentation of data sets (cf. Table 
1, Appendix).

As shown in Tab. 1, non-formal education is not measured adequately in both data 
sets. Not all dimensions are captured sufficiently; program characteristics are rarely 
considered in both data sets. Thus, their analytic potential for our conceptual frame-
work can be rated as widely equal. While the SOEP offers the possibility to analyze 
the birth cohort effect and track whether a person holds a voluntary office from 18 
years on, the NEPS covers non-formal education in more detail during childhood. 
Through the regular measurement of sports, music, and art activities, and an addi-
tional item battery at two measurement points (a few program characteristics re-
garding music, sports, and art activities), non-formal education is captured in more 
detail. A difference, however, is seen when looking at the measurement of STWT. 
Although both track occupational status and current working conditions, the NEPS 
captures general skills for STWT as well as the occupational decision and its fur-
ther process in more detail. Another difference is observable when considering so-
cial background indicators as well as the three capital forms. The SOEP does not 
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capture social and cultural capital broadly. Although more questions were added in 
the last few years, the NEPS still covers this information in more detail and contin-
uously. Overall, the choice of data set depends on the research question and inter-
est. Besides their limitations, both data sets have considerable potential for analyz-
ing non-formal education.

5.	 Discussion 

The synopsis of the state of research reveals the potential of non-formal education 
through organized activity participation for positive youth development (Farb  & 
Matjasko, 2012), going beyond the strengthening of school-related formal com-
petencies. However, despite ample evidence of positive developmental effects, the 
review of findings must also be regarded differentiated, as positive effects do not 
generally occur and are mostly relatively small (Gardner et al., 2008; Hemming & 
Reißig, 2015). Therefore, a heuristic conceptual framework was developed in a the-
oretically guided approach, including sociological, psychological, and educational 
perspectives. The conceptual framework can serve as a basis for further empirical 
studies dealing with the differentiated analysis of the relationship between orga-
nized activity participation and STWT, which has rarely been addressed in previous 
studies (Hemming et al., 2020; Hemming & Reißig, 2015). Therein, the well-found-
ed consideration of social background characteristics with the capital approach 
(Bourdieu, 1983) has proven itself in various studies (Harring, 2011) and is import-
ant for revealing social selection processes within non-formal activity participation 
(Hemming & Tillmann, 2023). The detailed consideration of activity determinants 
in the form of engagement and program characteristics is new and underlines the 
relevance of methodologically capturing them with specific measuring instruments, 
which has hardly been implemented in empirical studies (Hemming et al. 2024). 
Considering general skills and resources as well as STWT-specific outcomes facil-
itates the interpretation of supportive effects of non-formal education and enables 
the exploration of specific questions. Thus, the conceptual framework will strength-
en and contribute to the development of the research field of non-formal education 
and STWT, especially in German-speaking countries.

From a methodological point of view, the paper emphasizes the need for specific 
measures and methods of data collection when working empirically with the devel-
oped conceptual framework and related research questions. Appropriate methods 
would include longitudinal designs (Grunert, 2016) or detailed (retrospective) re-
cords of leisure activities by using e. g. a calendar instrument (Furthmüller, 2016). 

Our overview of selected German studies shows that data on organized activ-
ity participation and related positive developmental effects on STWT is available 
but limited. The listed data sets have shown several issues that restrict the poten-
tial of analyzing non-formal education (e. g., missing continuous measuring, miss-
ing breadth, motivational beliefs, and program characteristics). The comparison be-
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tween the two most promising data sets, NEPS and SOEP, showed that both do not 
measure non-formal education adequately, especially lacking in program character-
istics (e. g., quality, type, norms/structures, peers, and activity leaders in an activity) 
and its dimensions (e. g., breadth, frequency, and intensity) over the years. Despite 
their limitations, there is particular potential for the analysis of music, sports, and 
art activities in both panels. The NEPS especially allows for observing participation 
patterns in these three activities every year. Considering the limited research-eco-
nomic framework under which both panel studies are conducted, we would never-
theless like to propose minimum standards for the recording of non-formal activ-
ities. Based on the NEPS’s general aim to track formal, informal and non-formal 
education processes in the long term, we would recommend recording at least the 
frequency and intensity of these three activities regularly. For the SOEP, which fo-
cuses on the socio-economic dimension, the access to offers (participation costs, ef-
fort) as well as non-formal activities in young adulthood (in addition to education 
and work) should be focused more strongly. For this, information needs to be col-
lected more regularly and in both the youth and adult questionnaires.

To examine the positive developmental effects of participation in non-formal ac-
tivities based on the conceptual framework, future panel studies need to consider 
the following aspects: Research must address program elements, particularly “qual-
ity,” and find adequate items for this purpose. Continuous information about differ-
ent types (breadth) and intensity of activities, as well as taking an honorary office, is 
needed. Social background information must be included to explore selection pro-
cesses. Continuously high numbers of cases are needed to examine different forms 
of activities and follow the effects into adulthood. Regarding the improved training 
and job conditions for young people in many regions and the shortage of skilled 
workers in many sectors, soft skills developing before but also during a profession-
al career are becoming enormously important. Therefore, it is indispensable to be 
able to understand non-formally acquired skills and their influence on working life 
more precisely, to which the developed conceptual framework makes an important 
contribution.

Limitations and future prospects: Overall, the conceptual framework is based 
predominantly on the state of research in the field of non-formal education. Due 
to the limited scope of the article, less consideration was given to career choice 
and transition studies. This should be considered when working with the concep-
tual framework in future research. Nevertheless, future transition studies can and 
should follow on from this, e. g., to identify the specific learning and development 
potential of leisure activities, in order to further develop and improve measures to 
support STWT. So far, the type of leisure activity has not been considered in the 
conceptual framework. Regarding the potential for improving data collection in the 
large panel studies, activity specifics could play an important role and should be in-
tegrated.
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Appendix

Table 2:	 List of Abbreviations 

Abbreviation German title English title URL

NEPS Nationales Bildungspanel National Educational Pan-
el Study 

www.neps-data.de

SOEP Sozio-oekonomisches 
Panel

Socio-Economic Panel https://www.diw.de/en/
diw_01.c.615551.en/re-
search_infrastructure__
socio-economic_panel__
soep.html

GESIS Leibniz-Institut für So-
zial-wissenschaften

Leibniz Institute for Social 
Sciences

www.gesis.org

FDZ Forschungs-datenzentrum Research Data Center www.forschungsdatenzen-
trum.de

IAB Institut für Arbeitsmarkt- 
und Berufsforschung

Institute for Employment 
Research

https://iab.de/

BIJU Bildungsverläufe und psy-
chosoziale Entwicklung 
im Jugend- und jungen 
Erwachsenenalter

Learning Processes, Ed-
ucational Careers, and 
Psychosocial Development 
in Adolescence and Young 
Adulthood Study

www.dipf.de/de/for-
schung/aktuelle-pro-
jekte/bildungsverlae-
ufe-und-psychoso-
ziale-entwicklung-im-ju-
gend-und-jungen-er-
wachsenenalter-biju#0

BiKS Bildungsprozesse, Kom-
petenzentwick-lung und 
Selektion-sentschei-
dungen im Vorschul- und 
Schulalter

Educational processes, 
competence development 
and selection decisions in 
preschool and school age

www.uni-bamberg.de/
biks/

BIBB- 
Übergangsstudie

Bundesinstitut für Berufs-
bildung- Übergangstudien

Federal Institute for Vo-
cational Education and 
Training- Transition 
Studies

www.bibb.de/de/62973.
php

PASS Panel Arbeitsmarkt und 
Soziale Sicherung

Panel Study Labor Market 
and Social Security

https://iab.de/das-
iab/befragungen/iab-
haushaltspanel-pass/

TOSCA Transformation des 
Sekundarschul-systems 
und akademische Karri-
eren

Transformation of the sec-
ondary school system and 
academic careers

https://uni-tuebingen.
de/en/faculties/facul-
ty-of-economics-and-so-
cial-sciences/subjects/
department-of-social-sci-
ences/education-scienc-
es-and-psychology/re-
search/current-studies/
tosca/

DJI- 
Übergangspanel

Deutsches Jugendinstitut- 
Übergangspanel

DJI Transition Panel www.dji.de/uebergang-
spanel/phase1

LAU Aspekte der Lernaus-
gangslage und der Ler-
nentwicklung

Aspects of the learning 
situation and learning de-
velopment

https://bildungsserver.
hamburg.de/lau/
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Abbreviation German title English title URL

ULME I, II, III Untersuchung von Leis-
tungen, Motivation und 
Einstellungen der Schüler-
innen und Schüler in den 
Abschlussklassen der Be-
rufsschulen

Investigation of perfor-
mance, motivation and 
attitudes of students in the 
final classes of vocational 
schools

http://www.gaebler.info/
hamburg/ulme-1.pdf
https://www.erziehu-
ngswissenschaften.hu-ber-
lin.de/de/intern_alt/ebf/
document/ulme2pdf/@@
download/file/ULME2.pdf
https://www.fachpor-
tal-paedagogik.de/litera-
tur/vollanzeige.html?-
FId=1046163

BerO Berufliche Orientierung: 
Berufswahl und Studien-
wahl

Professional orientation: 
career choice and choice 
of studies

www.infas.de/bero/

BerinA Berufseinstieg von Akade-
mikerinnen und Akade-
mikern

Career entry of academics https://preview.iab.de/
teilnehmerinfo/beruf-
seinstieg-von-akade-
mikerinnen-und-akade-
mikern-berina/

Mannheimer  
Bildungspanel

Mannheimer Bildung-
spanel

Mannheim Education 
Panel

https://www.mzes.
uni-mannheim.de/d7/de/
projects/bildungsaspira-
tionen-und-bezugsgrup-
pen

Shell-Study Shell Jugendstudie Shell Youth Study https://www.shell.de/
ueber-uns/initiativen/
shell-jugendstudie.html

FWS Deutsche Freiwilligen 
Survey

German Survey on Volun-
teering

https://www.dza.de/for-
schung/fws

AES Datenerhebung über die 
Beteiligung und Nicht-
beteiligung Erwachsener 
am lebenslangen Lernen

Data collection on adult 
participation and non-par-
ticipation in lifelong 
learning

https://www.bibb.de/
de/1656.php




