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Thesis I am submitting for discussion 

The lack of a broadly shared theoretical approach to VET hinders the development of  

qualitative comparative VET research

or 

We need a stronger and broadly shared “theory of VET” in order to improve comparative 

VET research
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The problems of comparative VET research

Classic epistemological problems: 

> how to compare two different things, anchored in two different socio-cultural realities, 

using one single set of concepts? (cf. systemic dimension; generalization, ethnocentrism, 

etc.)

VET-specific problems: 

> the lack of a broadly shared understanding of what VET is and, above all, the lack of a 

broadly shared theoretical approach to VET.   
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Main consequences: 

Misunderstandings, fragmented and individualized research, difficulty in building on the 

advances of other researchers, and the impression of  "going round in circles" ...
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An observation shared by several researchers

“It is remarkable how few comparative researchers cite each other’s work, looking most often to a theoretical 

framing drawn from one of the foundational or reference disciplines of sociology, psychology, political 

economy. Thus, references to Bourdieu, Vygotsky, Schumpeter et al. abound. Comparative VET borrows in a 

way which undoubtedly enriches the field, but how can it also go beyond borrowing, in developing a body of 

canonical work?” (Karen Evans 2020, p. 15-16)

“The weakness is illustrated by the many references to theories and concepts from other disciplines, 

revealing that international comparative VET scholars have developed few theories and concepts of their 

own, […]. Exceptions include theories about the various typologies for international comparison (e.g. Green 

1999; Greinert 2004; Pilz 2016a; Bosch 2017; Rageth and Renold 2019), as well as work on comparative 

methods (Lauterbach and Mitter 1998; Pilz 2012)” (Li & Pilz 2021)
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Typologies as symptomatic of the problem

(Rageth et Renold 2017)
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Where is the problem?
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VET as 

an 

object

Specific VET theoretical 

approach

Education and training 

which aims to equip

people with knowledge, 

know-how, skills and/or

competences required in 

particular occupations

or more broadly on the 

labour market

(Cedefop).
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VET as an object but not as a discipline?
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Limits of exogenous theories :
Two examples

 (Historical) Institutionalism

(Thelen, Streeck, Busemeyer, Trampusch, 

Emmenegger….)

 Sociology of Conventions

(Boltanski, Thevenot…)
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What should a 

VET theoretical 

approach look 

like?
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How to develop a VET theoretical approach?
Two endogenous models…
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Swiss agency for development and 

cooperation SDC 2022 (2013)
Cedefop 2017
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The SDC 

Model 

(2022)
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Cf. SDC 2022
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The CEDEFOP models (2017)
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Discussion
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1) Do you think that a stronger 

theoretical approach is needed 

to improve comparative VET 

research?

2) What should it look like?

3) On what basis would you 

construct such theoretical 

approach?


