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1. Introduction
The paper discusses the life courses of young people (19-34 years) toward autonomy and
adulthood (Gauthier 2007) in the Province of Massa-Carrara (Tuscany). The aim is to identify
modes and forms of pathways between education and work in a context of prolonged crisis.
The research is mainly based on 32 semi-structured interviews of young employed and
unemployed people, which contents are related to their life stories, experiences and coping
strategies regarding education, work, consumption, social participation, family and social
relationships and background, access to public and private services.
Questions/themes were partly organized around the Polanyian (1977) framework of the forms
of socio-economic integration (market, reciprocity, redistribution plus association), in order to
analyze the life stories in context (Borghi 2002) and to identify the factors of structuring,
supporting, hampering the trajectories of the young towards adulthood and autonomy, whether
the respondent was in an early or advanced stage in these process.
The data has been used on one hand, to grasp people views on their situation, aspirations and
path, learning from them about their stories, including feelings and ways of dealing with daily
issues or specific events, their ways of creating solutions and their ideas on why they worked
or failed, and how they make sense about about actors, situations and institutions they interact
with (Spradley 1979). On the other hand, to identify possible patterns of trajectories, that may
also be used to further deepen and possibly compare som outcomes. In this case we have
coded part of the emerging qualitative data through 1-10 scales of values, analyzing them in
the ways discussed in the sections 3 and 4.
The paper firstly provides few insights on the local context and the main characteristics that
make this territory one of the most affected by the crisis and a long processes of
deindustrialization and little innovation in the Tuscany region (§ 2).
Then, life-stories interviews are analyzed in two parts. The first (§ 3) examines the aggregate
data to identify tendencies and differences emerging from the sample and possible factors that
facilitate and constrain the youth transition. The second one (§ 4) analyzes the individual
trajectories to make emerge patterns, regularities, differences that may help to deepen the
comprehension and make the data possibly comparable.
The discussion (§ 5) focuses on the findings that can contribute in the current debate about
youth transition to adulthood. In particular the condition of underemployment, precariousness
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and uncertainty, the role of the local labor policies and the role of social origin, social
integration and gender are debated. Few critical reflections are also dedicated to the problem
of approaches and categories in this kind of research.

2. The territorial context: few data on an enduring crisis
The Province of Massa-Carrara (198.412 inhabitants) is a very peculiar territory for many
geographical, institutional and socio-economic reasons.
From a geographic perspective it appears divided in two areas: the coastal zone, with the
medium-sized cities of Massa and Carrara, and the Apennine area, called Lunigiana, made of
medium and little villages, partly distributed along the main communication routes and partly
dispersed on the mountains. Lunigiana is also characterized by aging and, in some areas,
depopulation processes, that have hampered the traditional local economies in the course of
the years. Also, in the whole province there is a high hydro-geological risk (Irpet 2016).
From an institutional viewpoint, there are enduring difficulties in collaboration and
networking between and within public, economic and social actors. As highlighted by the
Social Observatory (Benedetti and Matutini 2014), there is a certain rigidity and
segmentation, which makes it difficult any concertative reasoning that crosses the narrow
sector-based and municipal boundaries. There are many common interests and socioenvironmental interdependences but disputes and political divisions cause uncertainty in any
decision-making processes.
About the socio-economic dynamics, well before the economic crisis a deep gap has
developed between the Province and the regional context. The key local economic sector, the
stone industry, began its decline since the '60s, becoming part of a long process of
deindustrialization that started twenty years earlier than other provinces. Once the third
industrial economy of the region, it early shifted towards traditional service industries,
leaving the local economy at a low level of differentiation compared to the rest of the region
(Irpet 2012). After the 2008 a further downturn occurred. A reduction of 4% of production
plants came about from the 2010, involving both the stone industry (-5,6%) and the building
sector (-10%). An increase have been instead registered in the retail trade and tourism sectors,
thanks to the growing presence of peddlers and of not traditional accommodation facilities.
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But the latter hardly are seen as keys for the future local development.
The added value per capita confirms the Province of Massa-Carrara as the most problematic
in the Tuscany Region, placing it under the national average. The same happens with the
index of competitiveness (education, infrastructural supply, business density, innovation rate,
etc.): while the national average is about 100,00 and the regional one 103,40, the provincial
index of Massa-Carrara is about 91,30 (Camera di Commercio di Massa-Carrara 2016).
The labor market presents a critical situation that is worsened during the economic crisis.
Unemployment was about 12,4% in 2015 and 16,4% in the 2014 1, while at the national level
it was respectively 11,9 and 12,7%, and at regional one 9,2 and 10,1%. In 2007 the situation
was significantly better with an unemployment rate of 8,4% in the Province of Massa-Carrara,
6,1% in Italy and 4,4% in Tuscany, but already it showed the serious disadvantage of the this
territory that nowadays is in the 67th place in the national unemployment ranking.
The situation does not improve considering the young population. Among the people of 15-29
years old the local unemployment rate of 2015 is 32,9 %, while the the national one is 29,9%
and at regional level it registers the 23,0%. Also in this case, the unemployment rate has
increased since the 2007 (to 2015), from 13,4 to 32,9%, with the peaks registered in 2012
(42,0 %) and 2014 (49,1 %)2.
In this situation, no clear perspectives emerge. The mentioned reports do not reveal
recognizable strategies or in-the-making dynamics of territorial development. The current
courses of potential key-sectors appear fragmented and indeterminate: the marine and stone
industry, the port and the tourism sector are the ones the all the actors point out, but their
priorities, expectations and interests hardly find a common ground (Benedetti and Matutini
2014).

3. The aggregate data analysis of the sample: few insights
In this section the aggregate data are analyzed to identify prevailing or uncommon family and
personal backgrounds, futures of transition, levels of socio-economic integration and
1

Data concerning the local labor markets are characterized by strong variations, also due to their limited
dimensions. The 2014 appears anyway particular and until now the worse one in the regional labor market
performances.
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See also Biancheri and Cervia 2013.
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employment situations, and repsndents' perspecitves at the time of the interview. Many
variables have been used and some indexes have been created with purpose of deepening the
description and identify some hypotheses to be further discussed in the next section.
3.1 Endless transitions?
As previously indicated, the sample is about equally distributed with regard to the main
territorial, socio-economic and demographic variables. The distribution by age, gender and
territory is identified in tab. 4.

The sample is well distributed also according to the educational qualification, as indicated in
tab. 6. 22 interviewees have also had various training experiences, while it is worth noting the
imbalance with regard to gender and education (tab. 5).

The females interviewees have also parents with higher educational qualifications, especially
the mother, higher professional positions, especially the father. But this is consistent with the
fact that for all the respondents – mail and female - the family's economic condition and
parents' education and job position, positively affect their education. The same does not
happen for the insertion into work. As we will learn, the family background seems to play an
important role on young people' education, protection from poverty risks, chances to
experience autonomy, but a diminished one on their stable entry in the labor market, or at
least to get it quickly (see Lin and Erickson 2008). If the household's policy is to invest in
education, the latter not necessarily implies direct effects, as Esping-Andersen and Mestres
(2003) already had shown.
5

Other aspects however are to be to considered.
First, eight of the 11 graduates hold a master degree and three a vocational one; seven degrees
are in humanities and social or political science. Second, the average age of respondents is
obviously linked to the different educational qualification, and the combination of these two
variables affect the duration of transition and the time spent for job search (tab. 6).

Notwithstanding these differences, only two respondents per group by education are more or
less stably employed, totaling 8 people: 7 in apprenticeship and on in permanent part-time
position3. Overall, the 32 respondents have thus accumulated at the time of the interview 190
years of search for a stable position in the labor market 4: about 6 years per interviewee on
average, with a range between 1 and 18 years distributed as follows (tab. 7):

After all the years out of education, 18 of the 32 respondents were employed with different
contracts at the moment of the interview (tab. 8). Hardly any of the young people interviewed
appeared to be firmly inserted in the labor market. The best positioned were, in fact, partly the
self-employed and the apprentices, but as we will see the latter' situations emerged as not that
3

The permanent and part-time position regards a graduate woman hired in a local radio, a very precarious
company where the interviewee is the only one remunerated worker.

4

We here include in transition duration all the years from the end of education until the time of the interview,
regardless the current position in the labor market. On one hand this choice is questionable, on the other this
is consistent with the self-perception of the interviewees and the temporariness of their positioning. The
issue is also discussed in this section and in the § 5.
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established, depending on the one hand on skills required and learned, wage and firm
conditions, and perceived effects of employability; on the other, on the role of family
resources in the future plans.

Other positions included forms of formal and informal participation in family businesses (e.g.
in small commercial firms), precarious and on-call jobs, not-established and low-wage forms
of self-employment and illegal work. The big part of them were also part-time.
Other respondents at the time of the interview were unemployed (12) or in training or
education (2). Some of both the employed and the unemployed were partly involved in, or
were planning for, further education and training. Also, some of the unemployed were not
formally involved in any occupation but in many ways active and committed in seeking
opportunities.
The employment situations at the moment of the interview reflect the fragile relationships
with the labor market throughout the respondents' career. Precarious work conditions
alternating with unemployment spells recur frequently in their trajectories, affect their
feelings and push them to always look and/or hope for a better positions. Hence, the concept
of transition appears questionable (Cordella and Masi 2012, 2014): many scholars already
pointed out the existence of different type of transition to adulthood (Walther 2006), and
while the concept still reminds a passage from one stage of life to another, in many cases the
latter have become not only more de-standardised (Stauber and Walther 2006, Wolbers 2014)
but continuous and endless, where its end or even its start are hard to identify.
About the transition start, we tried to detect expectations, perceived competences and behindthe-back learning experiences (in a broad sense) at the entry of the labor market. Interviewees
with higher education generally show a better combination of these variables, but differences
are mainly due to the expectations because graduates assert that university has not provided
them of expendable skills. Anyhow, these differences do not seem to have specific influences
7

on the transition period and the employment outcome.
About job-search, all the respondents have used multiple tools, from a minimum of 2 up to a
maximum of eight (out of the nine identified) and an average of 4. In no case it is possible to
talk about passive waiting, though some important differences can be identified in the
respondents' modes of activation.

As shown in tab. 9, the more traditional job-search modes (informal networks, direct job
applications, and public employment services - PES) prevail, but training activities and the
Internet have also relevance. It is noteworthy that respondents who have moved in multiple
ways, most likely have had access to PES, but mainly for bureaucratic reasons (getting access
to internships, applications, youth guarantee measures), while the experience with PES per se
has been very negatively evaluated by all them. The young also have attempted to secure
work experiences through internships and civil service, to increase their chances through
contacts, up-skilling and alleged bridges to market positions. Eventually, such hopes have
resulted ordinarily disappointed.

3.2 Female and educated transitions
Respondents with higher education have used a greater variety of job-search tools. In
particular, Civil Service and Private Agencies have been used only by graduates, but also
training activities, internships, the Internet and public competitions are more frequently used
by them. Differences in the variety are quite independent on the duration of transition, while
the gender plays a very important role (tab. 9), partly obviously connected with their higher
education (tab. 5) and family backgrounds. Females, indeed, have higher educated parents,
especially in the case of mothers, with higher professional positions, especially in the case of
fathers, and better economic conditions. Females have similar levels to males as regards the
expectations and perceived competences at the end of education, but have behind them a
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greater quantity and variety of extra-curricular experiences.
The average duration of transition is slightly lower in the case of females, 5.50 versus 6.38
years of the male, but this does not prevent the use of a higher quantity and variety of jobsearch tools and, above all, a greater number and a greater variety of work experiences (see
infra). Since the end of education 29 out of the 32 respondents have had at least one, including
in this category many types of occupational activities. Many of the young have had more than
one, until the maximum of 11 experiences, with an average of 4,5 and an overall count of 145
(tab. 10). But the most evident issue is precisely depicted by the gender difference: female
interviewees have had over the years a more than significant higher number of experiences of
males, and mostly concerns the more precarious jobs and the not strictly professional
activities (voluntary work, civil service and internship), still confirming the greater richness of
their transitions (fig. 1; see § 4).

Relevant is also the difference in the events / periods of unemployment, that are for women a
little more numerous and more often long-term. The transitions of the female interviewees are
also characterized by less related contents to the (higher) educational qualifications, a much
more usual return (about 2,5:1) in training and a much more frequent change of employment
sector (about 2:1). Still, as we will see, they are clearly distinguished from male peers in the
process of autonomization: 10 out of 12 people with at least one period lived away from the
family home are females.
Also, females appear less integrate in the labor and consumption market, more integrated with
the public and private service systems, equally integrated in the family relationships but less
9

in the associative and informal networks, while expressing a greater sense of belonging to the
social context (fig. 2; see § 4.).

In brief, young women transitions appear even more complicated and fragmented than the
ones of male peers. Their trajectories are built around complex plots between work, study and
job-research activities, with periods of unemployment and long-term unemployment, attempts
to get out of home, experiences of new partnerships and important family events. Despite
being more active, skilled, experienced and qualified, hence with higher human and social
capital and family background, results appear ultimately even less encouraging. Women
employment situation at the time of the interview is more precarious and more disappointing
compared to personal expectations. They also have more plans but less trust in a successful
working future, while more eagerly looking at new education and autonomy opportunities.
3.3 Precarious careers
For both males and females precarious, on-call and illegal jobs prevail (80 out of 145,
including the seasonal positions). Fixed-term contracts follow, including the apprenticeships,
and some experiences of self-employment, at times in connection with family businesses.
Seasonal and family-business and self-employment experiences are in various cases not
framed by regular contracts. Internships are indicated by respondents as fully-fledged work
activities in terms of contents, time, commitment and competences required and expressed.
But even for some employers pressures to extend the working time beyond the scheduled one.
Overall, in the respondents' stories regular and remunerated employments that take longer
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than a season are about the 20%.

All the apprenticeship contracts have a fairly long duration (3-4 years), commonly for
repetitive easy-to-learn tasks. Respondents, mostly complain about their inappropriateness
that constrain them in unsatisfactory and little remunerated conditions, not very useful for
improving their employability, and which serve to reduce costs for employers. In addition
they perceive the futility of the training activity that is not absolutely focused on the current
job and their professional paths.
Young people careers appears thus fragmented into a multitude of mainly instable episodes. In
some cases, sorts of continuities are laboriously pursued by them in the hope of remaining
linked to a specific sector and consistent with the expectations: “I am satisfied about what I
am doing, but absolutely not about the contracts, the wages and precariousness”. In other
cases, such episodes remain merely occasional to answer the need of “doing something”, to
“see if something else will come", to deal with economic issues, to do not drop any occasion.
Precisely for these reasons, but also to try to get out of precariousness, 17 respondents have
worked in very different employment sectors, making their own professional identities quite
fragmented and disconnected from education.
Significant unemployment events involve at least 18 of the interviewees: six have experienced
numerous periods of unemployment, 14 the long-term unemployment, and four both
numerous and long-term unemployment events. Unemployment events seem more frequent
when skills at the beginning of transition are limited, while there is no relation to
qualifications and expectations. As a matter of fact unemployment is an element always
present in their thoughts and in their experiences, fostering the perception of insecurity and
lack of perspective.
Finally it must be said that at the time of the interview ten of the informants, have undertaken,
would like to, or are about to start, a comeback into education or training: to conclude
something left aside, to fulfill some unmet aspirations, to find an alternative to a fruitless path.
11

On this issue, there is no link with their education.
3.4 Back and forth the parental home
About the housing and household situation (fig. 3), 23 interviewees were living with parents
at the moment of the interview, and nine alone (5) or in some form of cohabitation (4). One
cohabitation is based on marriage (with a kid) where the interviewee (a woman) is currently
dependent on the partner's job. Two cohabitations where situations economically based on
training and informal work of the respondents, a not-established job of the partner, and the
decisive help of parents. The last one is a couple of self-employed young. The ones that live
alone, including a single mother with two kids, are in houses currently or previously owned
by the parents; in three cases, they are in apartments that are part of a family-owned big house
where relatives live there too. All them underline the current impossibility to go beyond this
sorts of semi-autonomy.

Overall, 12 interviewees have experienced some form of housing autonomy. In five the cases
this has happened for study reasons, but all them had to return home afterwards. It is
noteworthy that ten are females.
About the formation of their own family, all the interviewees emphasize the current
difficulties: only three of the young have experienced parenting and in precarious conditions,
and none of the other respondents feel any close possibility to do it. Three male respondents
did not show expectations to leave the parents' home in the near future. They claim to be “able
to go to live alone, but right now I do not have reasons to do so”. All them have
apprenticeship contracts and two of them can count on their parents' resources both for
12

housing and work (in a family business). Part of the 23 interviewees leaving at home neither
have clear plans nor have the means to possibly achieve them, others simply feel to be
frustrated in their projects, and only one female interviewee has a feasible plan: following the
partner that will move abroad to be a nurse.
As we will see, family or (male) partner resources emerge as a decisive factor to experience
autonomy or semi-autonomy, but the precarious positions on the labor market make it difficult
to make further steps for those who have, and almost impossible to think for those who don't.
3.5 Social Integration
Another important topic of the interviews regards the forms of integration. This included
series of questions designed to collect qualitative data on modes and levels of integration (and
the strategies being implemented) regarding labor market, consumption, family relationships,
associative networks, the systems of public and private services.
The results of the analysis on the aggregate data are observable in the graphs of fig. 4. Here
the curves depict the distribution of the interviewees per integration areas, and despite the
obvious limitations of the qualitative sample, they help to identify issues deserving to be
deepened (§ 4). The average social integration that include all the variables is represented in
fig. 4.A and designs an almost typical Gaussian distribution with a strong concentration on
the central values of the scale.
Things strongly change looking at the distributions on the single variables. Indeed, it appears
about clear the strong role of the family networks (fig. 4.E), the limited one of the labor
market (4.B) and of associative networks (4.D), and the very weak one of the local services,
both public (4.F) and private (4.G). It also worth noting that the curve of consumption (fig.
4.C) pretty much reflects the form of the one of the family integration, highlighting the
economic dependency of many of the interviewees. Finally, the level of integration in the
labor market does not appear related to the parents' profession, their economic condition, the
level of integration in the same family, and the interviewee's education.
3.6 Meaningless institutions
About the public services (fig. 4.F) it is not so much a lack of access to produce this kind of
outcome but the difficulty to obtain resources and support during the transition by the young.
The large part of the young get access to public services, while the private ones are used by
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few of them with higher education.

About the firsts, they react always literally with the same words: “nothing, anything about, it's
14

no use”; or “I never have anything done with them and never got anything”; “they have
nothing to offer”; “there are no information about, please put a sign!”, and so on. The ones
that got access with a scope where moved by a formal-bureaucratic reason: “I have a verbal
agreement with an employer that maybe gives me job; he told me to come here [at PES] so
that with the Youth Guarantee we can save some money”; “I had to be enrolled to PES to get
access to the traineeship, but nothing else has happened”.
Institutions have generally little meaning in the perceptions of the young, both expressed
through words (“Institution, services, who….?”) and through stunned, disillusioned, disgusted
and/or desolate facial expressions. This is not too surprising, but underlines the very limited
role of the public system in their trajectories.
As for the social context and relationships, many interviewees express a sense of belonging to
the context, but do not seem to have large networks: they have few friends and limited
participations into associative networks. Few appear highly integrated in the local context
and, in some cases, are also the ones better positioned in the labor market.
Almost everyone recognize the potentials of this territory but very negatively judge what
nowadays it offers to young people. They also express strong criticisms about the alleged
institutions' inability to valorize the territory and to deal with its problems. Among the latter
they point to the immigration which, they say, would have favored the growth of the black
economy, making it increasingly difficult doing business legally (e.g. in the buildings sector)
and finding jobs for local people and the young.
Skepticism towards institutions also emerge with regard to their personal issues. Respondents
stress the importance of the family support and in some cases of friends, and claim the idea of
doing by themselves, highlighting a very limited expectation of receiving help from others, let
alone the institutions.

4. The life trajectory of the young: some emerging patterns and issues
The second part of the interview analysis (§ 3.3) is aimed at modeling the characteristics of
trajectories and identifying possible evolutionary patterns, by combining series of variables
and indexes into three representations: the transition period, the social integration at the time
of the interview, and the form of life-trajectories towards autonomy.
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The first is based on an 8-variables series (tab. 11, fig. 3). Their values make reference to the
whole period between the end of education and the interview, apart of “current position”, that
indentify their labor market partaking in terms of current employment and employability.

The second representation is also based on a 8-variables series that identifies the level of
integration (at the time of interview) in the socio-economic relationships in terms of
inclusion/partaking and possibility/capability to get resources through them (see Andreotti and
Kazepov 2001, Villa 2003). Variables are here organized on the basis of the classical four
forms of social integration as shown in tab. 12 and fig. 4.

The third representation, identifies the patterns of trajectory through the combination of five
indexes (tab. 13). The result is a trajectory-line (fig. 5-10) which steps 5 do not exactly identify
a timeline but the evolution of the life trajectory since the end of education. It may help to
identify some hypotheses on the interdependences between the elements included in the
indexes and to make comparisons between several cases. The transition duration is shown in
the caption.
On the bases of these representations we have distinguished six groups in the sample where
some recurring features are shared by the identified “members”. We have given provisional
5

They are identified as average values of the variables included in the indexes (1-10).
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names to these groups.

4.1 Follow aspirations, slipping towards precariousness.
The first group is made of 5 females and 1 male with medium-high family backgrounds and a
medium-brief duration of trajectory (2-4 years). 5 interviewees have 28 or more years. While
the level of social-integration is good in some areas, particularly the family and the informal
and associative networks, their positioning in the labor market appears still weak and in-themaking. In this group, people actively seek jobs to satisfy aspirations connected to the high
educational qualification (degree or diploma plus some training activities), or try to reinvent
themselves when needed.
“work has never had continuity but I am satisfied with the things done because consistent with my
studies” (Int. 32, fig 5).
“Now I am a part-time apprentice waitress in a restaurant of a friend: it is a job... I also feel good
and passionate, I had to learn many things that I didn't know and yet I'm losing the ones I knew”
(Int.10, F-28, Master degree in International Studies).

They have had limited success in getting a stable position, and after many experiences of
precarious job or traineeships, some start to feel fatigue, the fear of not finding anything, and
the temptation to give-up on expectations:
“It's important to be trainees, but... it's not enough; knowing each other, okay, but then give me a
chance to work. Some of traineeships are mere exploitation... Now for me it also becomes an
economic problem. If something else comes out, saleswoman, dressmaker, even peasant, absolutely
I get it!” (Int.19, F-30, Master degree in History of contemporary art and muesology).

A representative case of this group is depicted in fig. 5. Here, the evolution of trajectories
shows the risk of sliding towards a prolonged preciousness partly counterbalanced by the
family resources that help to remain attached to the labor market and the own aspirations. In
17

some cases equilibria are nonetheless difficult, and aspirations clash with feelings of
insecurity:
“I had jobs fully consistent with my studies and skills. But there is no expectation of stability....
there are important contacts, you can open paths, remain in the circuit, but it is difficult to define....
I cannot take a step, only making minor expenses (fix the PC, recharge the phone, repair the
scooter) when I have 500€...” (Int.2, M-33 Master degree in Sciences of show business and
multimedia production).
“these jobs are a good temporary compromise and I'd like to continue in this field. But there is
much uncertainty and next year probably I won't have these contracts” (Int.17, F-31, Master degree
in Foreign language and literature).

4.2 Precariousness, towards marginalization?
Also the second group is made of 5 females and 1 male, but have long trajectories (6-9 years)
and different ages, between 24 and 34. They have medium family backgrounds, with the
18

exception of the case in fig. 6. The level of social-integration is lower than the former group
and particularly weak for three of them. Families have social or economic difficulties in
supporting the interviewees, and three of the latter have also poor informal and associative
networks.

The positioning in the labor market continues to be weak after many years of fixed-terms,
precarious, illegal working experiences, as well as of civil service and internship and returns
to training/education. Also, 5 out of 6 respondents went through periods of unemployment and
long-term unemployment. In this group people have more varied conditions and feelings.
Expectations are still presents but in the course of the years are partially fading or turning into
tighter projects that still remain difficult to achieve. Working experiences are disjointed from
the educational qualification, also because the financial difficulties force the interviewees to
seek jobs that provide some income. Their position in the labor market is similar or slightly
worse than the previous group and differently from the latter, here the interviewees interpret
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their process in-the-making more at risk of permanent precariousness.
Some internal differences in the group depend on the family capacity to provide resources and
on the informants skills, education and networks, also to reinvent themselves. For instance:
“I was very negative, restart looking for a job is tough…. Instead, after the e-commerce course I'm
positive again and focused on this project…. because I have a project!” (Int.1, fig. 8).
“My boyfriend has a job, at the 'Pubblica Assistenza' for about 350€. In summer he also works as a
gardener. We talk of living together, but I don't think it's economically sustainable” (Int.11, F-24,
High school diploma, 4 years unemployed).
“My parents are still paying a mortgage on the house where I live with my brother. The income is
too low to live alone. Going abroad might be an idea but… it seems too radical, I would, with a
balanced decision. The economic situation is... in the middle, in case of unexpected events it
becomes complicated, with just 1000€…., and we have installments to pay the car. Sometimes I
still cannot get through a month, but I don't want to deprive myself of everything” (Int.26, M-25,
High school diploma, apprentice).

In this group the form of trajectories is more varied, but the lengthy downward trends
underline some risks of marginalization, particularly for the ones with weaker capabilities and
family backgrounds that little support any new project.
4.3 Family balancing in the path of inclusion.
This group is predominantly male (6, against 1 female) and significantly different from all the
others. They have varied but about medium family backgrounds, with parents with not high
educational qualifications but good economic and employment conditions (fig. 7). The
respondents come from long trajectories (6-12 years, apart one case of 3 years) and are aged
between 22 and 31.
The level of social-integration is similar to the first group with a general good integration with
families and the informal and associative networks (apart two cases). The positioning in the
labor market is the best among the groups and it is based on mixes of apprenticeship contract,
self-employment and participation in family business. Interviewees have had various working
experiences but their paths appear more straightforward, with less traineeships, volunteering
and returns to training/education. They seem also better positioned for the future partly thanks
to family resources that can help in building-up new careers (e.g. in agriculture or in longterm care services). It is noteworthy that this group shows a lower level of activation but more
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success in getting jobs. Some have experienced unemployment and even long-term
unemployment, but they also a considerably higher job-stability.

People have mixed feelings about their current jobs, identifying the main problems in the use
of apprenticeship by employers (“only to save money”), in the pointless and disconnected
training activity, and in the hardness or repetitiveness of tasks.
“I have a 4,5 years of contract for elementary tasks. I feel that I know nothing…. I take 5€ per hour
and something. I'm not that much looking for a job because I know that three more years... with
zero costs (work nearby home)… I can't find anything much better...” (Int 28, fig. 7).

Some respondents think that in this territory there are opportunities, have projects and have
the confidence of being able to carry them, also thanks to family resources.
“The dream is enlarge the family business and create from that also an agritourism” (Int. 27, M-22,
High school diploma).

Apart the only one female, the 'members' of this group can also rely on better economic
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conditions that reduce the pressures on daily issues. Ultimately, their labor market position is
not very established and they interpret it as a process in-the-making: on the one hand they
have expectations of improvement; on the other some complain that after many years still
cannot afford “to walk on their own legs”. Indeed the risk for the young of this group is to
continue to depend on the family for achieving opportunities.
4.4 Starting to slide and then recover?
This is the youngest group (20-25 years old) and the only one balanced by gender (3 male, 3
female), with short trajectories after school (1-2 years) and high family backgrounds (in terms
of education, employment and economic conditions). The level of social integration is fairly
good with regard to family and – in four cases - informal and associative networks.

The positioning in the labor market is very weak and seems to underline the shortness of
paths, with some interviewees still partly considering themselves as students. However, the
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four of them that most actively have looked for a job, already have had various internships,
illegal and on-call working experiences and unemployment periods. The form of trajectories
shows a sort of downward slipping (fig. 8) that, on the one hand, could be typical of the first
period after school, and on the other may potentially move towards a possible/probable
recovery. But while four respondents have exactly this view on their current path, two
graduate females already feel the frustration of an unsuccessful job-search and of the first
long-term unemployed experience. It is noteworthy that both have lower family backgrounds
and express the need of quickly getting a job for economic reasons, follow their expectations,
and somehow pay back the parents for the support received.
Still the family resources play an important role on the matter. E.g., among the first four
interviewees, one with both parents doctors says:
“Within a couple of years, if I have a fixed-term contract I move into an already prepared house in
the area ...” (Int.6, M-25, Bachelor degree in computer science).

On the other side, one of the graduate females (fig. 8), with precariousness and unemployment
experiences, lives with the partner also thanks to little parents' help, and claims to have a plan:
“My boyfriend is moving in England to be a nurse and I will follow him. We'll share an house with
another girl and her boyfriend who has found work there too. I trust to find something: there are
more opportunities for young.... if you settle for… I will try a master course. Abroad, for
psychologists it is more possible to find a job, and I'd be happy with everything, even scavenger...
Of course I'd like to make the work for which I studied...” (Int.5, fig. 10).

The other graduate female says:
“I'd like to live alone, but without work I can't, and it will last for long... because even if I find a job
it will be precarious... I'm disappointed by the PES, they don't have the tools... and there aren't
other services. Young people are alone…. inequality is evident, things depend on your family
conditions” (Int.4, F-24, Master degree in Sociology).

4.5 Flat trajectory, risks of exclusion?
This is a male group consistent of young people (20-26 years old) with mixed length
trajectories after school (2-12 years) and low family backgrounds in all the aspects (education,
employment and economic conditions). Their level of social integration is the lowest one.
Apart one case, they have decent or even good informal relationships with peers (“friends also
give a hand, despite the embarrassment of never having money”) but all them have weak
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family socio-economic exchanges. Three of them have gone through social issues such as
drug use, being part gangs, law troubles, difficult parental separations.

The positioning in the labor market is weak whatever the duration of trajectories. Respondents
have had few working experiences (fixed-term, precarious, on-call and illegal jobs, besides
internships) and unemployment periods, and only one of them has a professional identity, as
baker, but with mixed success, between regular and illegal work and long-term
unemployment.
Their level of activation is medium but characterized by a reduced variety of instruments and
a growing demoralization:
“I seek as hairdresser from lists provided by a training course…. as lifeguard delivering flyers and
cv in seaside resorts or through informal contacts. After some months you continue to look for
work, but then you have enough of that... I have thought to a training course, but I have not head...
and then... it is useless because even those who have studied cannot get a job…. I have been at PES
but it does not work” (Int.7, fig. 9).
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Two interviewees have ideas on what they would like to do (the military) or continue to do
(the baker). But this group is exactly the opposite of the third one (above): they do not have
family resources to start with, and/or rely on, they do not have positive experiences behind,
and already feel the weight of the difficulties and perceptions of defeat and failure.
“If I'll get this job, I'll get-up at six o'clock to make pastries, my life will be that way…. I'm tired, I
don't say that I think about suicide, but... I take things as they come... confidence is underfoot. A
job to 3-4000€, get right... have your own home that is not always social-housing.... But I know it
won't be so. I don't believe in myself, others are better than me... I know it can be a wrong
discourse but I'm 'wretched'... start working at 17 when the others go to school, I felt a little
different a little excluded. Many friends have somewhat helped me to pull-up myself” (Int.18, M23, Primary school).

Forms of trajectories of this group tend to be flat: start low and remain low, and it is not hard
to see some risks in these pathways towards adulthood. Again, family seems to play a decisive
role on the matter.
4.6 Trying to do what I like.
The last three interviewees can hardly be identified in a group but have things in common:
they have long and particular stories of achieved autonomy outside the parental home, and
more or less successful attempts to have a satisfying job that allows to be free and creative,
despite the difficulties. They are 30-32 years old, with high school diploma (1) or primary
school certification (2). Family backgrounds are medium-low. The level of social integration
is differently distributed compared to the previous cases, with reduced roles of parental
families and the important ones of the own household/cohabitation, of territorial relationship
and even of labor market.
These informants have followed unusual paths investing on some expectations and intuitions,
making the most of some opportunities (e.g. funding, training) and dealing with some
difficulties:
“Having children that young…. I went a little detached from peers and mothers of other
generations…. When I was unemployed I always did something: courses, writing articles, etc. I
thought that the Internet could be useful, it fascinates me, and I invested on it. I look for training
experiences because I like and I need them. I'm still enrolled in art school but for two years I didn't
move forward. And then I recovered... I'll try to do the exams as a private student, open a vat and
work on web-marketing and e-commerce. […] I cannot stay in a too ruled job. The problem is the
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situation of low income…. I'm a bit presumptuous, schizophrenic, bipolar, with ups and downs. I
would not do…. e.g. cleaning or say "I... primary school" ... always have had ideas of doing
something different, diploma, degree, etc.” (Int. 3, fig. 10).

“I was sure that I would have had a career where I could express creativity. I did seasonal works
with the sole expectation of some extra money. Then I've been able to make the tattoo artist... I felt
somewhat alone in this path but I realized it's a job where everyone has its own techniques. After
experiences in London... to learn, I opened a shop using loans and other benefits” (Int.12, F-30,
High school diploma).

They have had various working experiences, between seasonal, temporary, on-call and illegal
jobs, even abroad, and unemployment periods, while their current positioning is built around
different forms of self-employment even if, in one case, still in-the-making. They also
maintain a housing autonomy that is economically supported by partners or relatives, and/or
family home ownerships.
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Forms of trajectories in this group (fig. 10.c) are partly different from the others and highlight
an upward evolution from not very advantageous backgrounds and starting conditions. For
them, the risk is a long-term insecurity.

5. Discussion
Underemployment, precariousness and uncertainty characterize the trajectories of all the
informants, including both the most and the less educated 6. Indeed in this context and for
these people, education does not seem as important as usually supposed in facilitating or
addressing mechanisms of work entry (see Wolbers 2014). Actually the best positioned in the
labor market are the ones of the groups 3 and 6, where primary and professional education
prevail, and no graduate are present.
Then, there is the issue of activation: approaches and modes of the latter have been of many
kinds, with high levels of commitment, but still very unsuccessful in most the cases. The bestpositioned of group 3 are the ones who have made it less, while being able to take advantage
of family and territorial resources.
Family background, social relations, gender and education are at the basis of a higher level of
activation towards perspectives that remain above all in their minds (see group 1). Sort of
slipping/floating paces are observable in personal and employment pathways, where only a
fraction of informants actually seem effectively addressed to meet expectations of autonomy
and adulthood. For many, a substantial-transversal disorientation emerge, making the modes
of moving ahead apparently disorganized or random (in particular, group 2). And for the ones
with less social resources, a steady flattening of trajectories is revealed, highlighting potential
risks of exclusion (group 5).
A weak role of local labor policy and services also come out. The young express strongly
negative perceptions on the topic, claiming the uselessness of PES in providing opportunities
and supporting and guiding their search path, whose richness and effectiveness only depends
on people backgrounds and skills. As said, seven interviewees were in Apprenticeship and
other seven have been enrolled in Garanzia Giovani (Youth Guarantee, Vesan 2016). But
while the implementation of the first has appeared distorted, the use of the second seems
6

For a comparative analysis on the matter see Cascioli 2016.
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completely ineffective; at best, it formally makes accessible the kind of non professional
activities (e.g. internship or civil service) that only the most educated use.
As a matter of fact policies do not seem targeted to people and the context, leaving the young
without orientation resources. Only some specific training initiatives provided by the Province
or private organizations have created opportunities for few of them (cases in group 2, 6), e.g.
to gain specific skills, motivations and self-esteem, to invest towards a new professional
profile, or simply to sketch out a project, even if without clear occupational effects. Above all,
they are contingent-individual effects, and as already suggested in Bendetti and Matutini
(2014; see § 2), even good training initiatives do not impact the situation, because they are not
linked to any vision and strategy in which the young might find references for their path.
The problem of the context is also a problem of learning and construction of identity (see
Bateson 1972). Young have to deal with a not very dynamic labor market, where formal-work
demand is stagnant or declining, institutional integration is weak and the same institutions are
seen as incapable and unreliable actors in enhancing the local resources and providing
opportunities. In a weak social organization where structural and informational references are
few, dispersed, hidden or crumbled, context markers (ibid.) are hard to be identified. Young
people are asked to develop a double- or even triple-loop learning (ibid., Tosey et al. 2011,
Villa 2007), learning for themselves how to identify the set of alternatives, how to choose
among them, how to identify/interpret the context of choosing, how to possibly
change/modify it, getting means and resources to all these aims. Differences that make
differences are then given by the availability of social resources that provide some structural
binds and possibilities to trace a viable “field of inclusion” (Bourdieu 1997), and a guidance
to move within and around, preferably combined with contingent opportunities and
pragmatical skills to grasp them. This is probably why backgrounds and social integration
appears so decisive and education per sé is not necessarily helpful.
Family socio-economic situation appears decisive, above all for providing economic, cultural
and social capital resources that young use for experimenting housing autonomy, for reducing
risks of impoverishment (Aassve, Iacovou, Mencarini 2006), for investing on personal
aspirations and remaining in some way attached to the labor market. But also for working
through family businesses and/or giving birth to sort of family spin-offs and self-employment.
As a matter of fact, the forms of trajectory show strong balancing effects of family
backgrounds, for the better or for worse. But on the one hand, the hypothesis that youths
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benefit from strong social ties through faster access to jobs (e.g. Lin and Erickson 2008)
appears in this context partly weakened and partly to be re-articulated. On the other, social
inheritance remains decisive for having education, a present, and in part a future, possibly
without formal employment positions (Collins 2007). Hence, questions about the ongoing
configurations of inequality and citizenships arise (see Chevalier 2015).
Then there is the gender issue, that emerges from the basically homogeneous composition of
the identified groups, and the contradictions between backgrounds, education, modes of
activation and employment outcomes (§ 3). While the second could be partly expected 7, the
clear gender divide by groups have been a bit surprising. This shows how in this context the
better female means do not work for getting jobs but only for temporarily reducing the risks
of exclusion. Sadly enough, it seems also that even in these few and short stories, despite the
female higher propensity to experiment autonomy, part of the future of women depends on the
relationship with an economically reliable partner. So that more than for the male, their life
trajectory somehow remains hanging between family of origin and possible new partnerships.
To conclude, few methodological issues deserve to be outlined.
First, in the light of the research outcomes, the concept of transition appears not very effective
for describing the youth pathways toward adulthood (Brzinsky-Fay 2014). The stories relate
to long and very turbulent periods (Wolbers 2014) that informants perceive as endless, made
of continuous steps back-and-forth between labor market and education, and between
dependency and autonomy from parental family. It is even difficult to identify any sort of
“initial labor market position” (ibid.). Those better off, the apprentices, continue to have
feelings of temporariness and uncertainty, and fear their future employability.
Second, the Neet category does not work very well to study these trajectories. They highlight
changing conditions in which people could be defined as Neet or not-Neet without meaningful
differences8.
Third, whatever it is the transition, it is not just a matter of education, work and human capital
formation, at least in the narrow sense in which much literature and political discourse

7

For a comparative analysis on gender and social background differences in youth transitions see e.g. Iannelli
and Smyth 2008. See also Murgia and Poggio 2011.

8

For some critical analysis on the matter see e.g. Bekker and Klosse 2016, Cefalo, Giannelli and Sergi 2015,
Yates and Payne 2006, Zyngier 2008. See also Rosina 2015.
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intends the latter9. Considering the even limited and provisional outcomes, it appears rather
clear the importance of the life-trajectories embeddedment in contexts, where multiple
political and social dimensions play decisive roles that need to be observed. Also, this
stimulates some reflections about the possible limits of transition, activation and social
investment policies merely designed around universalistic or category bases, without
including the context as a key factor (Villa 2015 and 2016).
On the one hand, for deepening the conceptualization and a posssible research programme on
the matter, the polanyian (1977) framework and the discussed concept of learning (Bateson
1972) may be a suggestion for a possible starting point. On the other, if more embedded and
penetrating observations are needed, this work provides just few insights and sheds light on
some room for improvement and development.
A first issue is the incompleteness of the sample that probably did not intercept the most
included and, above all, the most excluded, less active and less skilled among the young
people in the area.
Second, the research offers some possibly useful but rudimentary tools for life-stories
analyses in transition research that need to be ameliorated and further tested.
Third, a more incisive socio-economic trans-contextual observation may be also needed to
deepen understanding and sensemaking of these patterns of transition, particular in a scenario
of rapid changes, arising territorial differentiations and great uncertainty about the future of
work (Gnesutta 2014, Janoski et al 2014, Williams 2007)10.
Finally, it could be of some interest blending pragmatist bottom-up observations with
systemic analyses to analyze the welfare regime intra-country shifts and variations, and the
contextual framing of youth transition policy (see Villa and Johansen forthcoming).
Ultimately, the limited contribution of this research is primarily to highlight the opportunity to
promote more trans-contextual investigations and comparisons (Hantrais 1999, Mangen
2006,) that move between the limits of universalistic totally context-free approaches and too
strictly contextually-bounded ones, that both risk to limit our comprehension of the topics
here discussed.
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