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Abstract

As a type of skills mismatch, horizontal skills mismatch (HM) is a particularly important problem for vocational education
and training (VET) in Turkey because the majority of VET graduates work in a different field than the one in which they were
educated. This study aims to determine the reasons why some VET graduates in Turkey work in fields other than their original
field of study. For this purpose, we have employed a sequential mixed-model research design, first conducting face-to-face
interviews with 20 VET graduates and then applying a questionnaire to VET graduates that elicited 4,863 responses. The
study uses descriptive analysis for the qualitative data from the interviews and an open-ended item from the questionnaire.
The qualitative results show the most common reasons for VET graduates’ employment out of their field of study to include
being unable to find a job in their field of study, low wages, lack of necessary vocational skills, lack of experience, and working
conditions. Quantitative results show VET graduates to want to be employed in their field of study and to make significant
efforts in finding jobs that match their field. We have concluded HM to be a common problem and all the factors influencing
VET graduates’ out-of-field employment to be related to a weak relationship between VET and the Turkish labor market.
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Education has always played an important role in countries’ economic development
in addition to providing students with academic and professional skills. According to
human capital theory, investment in education creates positive outcomes both at the
individual and national levels (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development [OECD], 2001). Becker (1994, p. 11) explained this phenomenon as
investments in human capital (i.e., schooling, on-the-job training, medical care,
immigration, etc.) lead to improved skills, knowledge, or health, and thereby raise
money or psychic incomes. At the microeconomic level, investment in education
increases individual production, thus enabling individuals to have a higher income.
At the macroeconomic level, it increases the country’s total production and the potential
to develop innovative technologies, thus supporting the country’s economic development
(OECD, 2014; Vichet, 2018).

The real reflection of the theoretical benefits investing in education has on the
economy depends on the collaboration between educational institutions and the labor
market. If the skills developed through education have insufficient value in the
marketplace, this disconnect leads to limited earnings on both an individual and national
scale. Therefore, investment in education provides economic benefits only if a strong
education-employment chain is present (Vichet, 2018).

The transition from school to work places a burden on both the education system
and the labor market, and their relationship determines the smoothness of this
transition. Closely linked educational programs smooth the school-to-work transition
(Rozer & Van de Werfhorst, 2020). The strength of the relationship between education
and the labor market varies among countries depending on structure of their labor
markets and the relationships among institutions, employers, and other stakeholders
(DiPrete et al, 2017; lannelli & Raffe, 2007; Miiller & Gangl, 2003; Shavit & Miiller,
1998). In this context, Germany has attracted significant attention for years due to
its students’ smooth transitions into the workforce (Deissinger, 2015) due to its dual
vocational education system having an especially strong link with its labor market
(Rozer & Van de Werthorst, 2020). However, recent studies have demonstrated that
the strength of the linkage may change within an education system (DiPrete et al.,
2017; Muja et al., 2019; Rozer & Bol, 2019; Rozer & Van de Werfhorst, 2020),
indicating the granular linkage structure of the system (DiPrete et al., 2017). For
example, although Germany has stronger connections among its systems than France,
some educational programs in France provide stronger linkage than the equivalent
programs in Germany (Rozer & Van de Werfhorst, 2020). Therefore, in order to
accurately understand the strength of the connections between these institutions,
recognizing that neither vocational nor general educational systems are homogeneous
entities is important (Muja et al., 2019).
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Vocational and technical education (VET) plays a different role in the transition
from school to work when compared to general education. VET is a type of education
that aims to provide students with professional and vocational skills, combining
theoretical courses with intensive on-the-job and internship training (OECD, 2015).
In other words, VET aims to provide students with the necessary academic skills along
with their vocational skills (NCVER, 2007). In a successful education system, students
can gain the professional skills expected by the labor market and today’s rapidly
changing social and business conditions (Darling-Hammond, 2006, 2014; Goldin &
Katz, 2009). Such dynamic changes, including the widespread use of automation and
artificial intelligence technologies, have caused the structure of VET to evolve
(Acemoglu & Restrepo, 2018; Ozer, 2020d, 2020e; Ozer & Perc, 2020; Perc et al.,
2019). However, the success of a VET system is not related only to the quality of the
processes and skills of VET graduates (Ozer & Suna, 2020a). Though they may produce
highly skilled graduates, VET systems are considered unproductive when those
graduates cannot be employed in their field of study, when no mechanisms to reward
in-field employment exist in the labor market, and when education and labor market
demands are incompatible (Ozer & Suna, 2020a).

To structure an effective VET system, the vocational and academic skills required
by the labor market must first be determined prior to designing educational processes
that facilitate the most effective development of these skills (OECD, 2015). Human
capital educated through VET following this framework would be compatible with
the needs of the labor market. Achieving this match strengthens the connection between
these two institutions, thus improving VET graduates’ probability of employment and
integration into the labor market. With regard to skills match, national employment
policies can be developed systematically based on data related to the labor market’s
needs. Otherwise, VET graduates’ ability to take part in the labor market becomes
difficult and skills mismatches in employment become widespread as a result (Bender
& Roche, 2013; Robst, 2007). This situation decreases the VET system’s productivity
and creates costs for both employees and employers (Somers et al., 2016).

Skills mismatch is defined as an incompatibility between the skills demanded by
the labor market and those of the graduates of the educational system (European Centre
for the Development of Vocational Training [CEDEFOP], 2014; International Labour
Organization [ILO], 2017). Two related types of mismatches exist between graduates’
skills and jobs in the labor market (ILO, 2017; Institute of Labor Economics [IZA],
2019). Vertical skills mismatch occurs when graduates are either over- or under-
educated for the jobs required by the labor market (Chevalier & Lindley, 2009; 1ZA,
2019). Horizontal skills mismatch occurs when the labor market is unable to find
employees with the appropriate types of skills for open job positions or when employees
have skills that are incompatible with their position descriptions (ILO, 2017; Nordin
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et al., 2010; Robst, 2007). Skills mismatch can also be geographical: in this case, the
trained or skilled workers who could potentially fill a need in the labor market are
located outside of the region where the need exists (CEDEFOP, 2020).

Skills mismatches often occur because educational institutions produce more
graduates than can be employed in various vocations; thus, worker supply outpaces
the job market’s demand. This situation, known as skills surplus, increases competition
among graduates in the labor market and forces graduates to work outside of their
field of study (CEDEFOP, 2016; Ozer, 2019a). When more graduates must work outside
of'their field of study, their opportunities to use their skills in the labor market decrease,
and the efficiency of individual and national investment in human capital resultingly
decreases (Somers et al., 2016). In summary, in the case of skills surplus, the
employability of graduates’ decreases, thus those graduates who experience difficulty
finding employment opportunities in their field of study tend to work in a field not
directly related to their field of study.

Another consequence of incompatibility between the labor market and educational
sector is the skills gap. Skills gaps form when the educational system does not produce
enough workers with the vocational skills required by the labor market (CEDEFOP,
2016; National Centre for Vocational Education Research [NCVER], 2007). In such
cases, employers may struggle to produce products and services of the same quality
compared to a market where workers with the necessary skills and training are
adequately supplied. For employers, providing training to individuals who do not have
the skills to do the job successfully is difficult and costly. Therefore, the deterioration
of the supply-and-demand balance negatively affects employment in such cases
(Bartlett, 2007; Johansen & Gatelli, 2012; Ozer & Perc, 2020).

Studies investigating the effects of skills mismatch have identified the primary issues
as graduates’ being employed out of their field of study, low job satisfaction, and
negative impact on graduates’ well-being (Allen & van der Velden, 2001; Biichel,
2002; Quintini, 2011; Quintano et al., 2008; Tsang, 1987). Researchers have contended
that the effects of skills mismatch on the national economy are even greater in countries
with high youth unemployment (Aytas, 2014).

In summary, skills mismatch creates a significant imbalance between education and
the labor market, complicates the school-to-work transition, and leads to many negative
consequences for both graduates and employers. The most common type of skills
mismatch in the labor market is the horizontal variety, which as a consequence has
graduates working outside of their field of study. Failure to employ workers with
vocational skills in positions where they can use these skills effectively is a critical
issue at both the individual and national scale. While VET graduates are employed at
higher rates than graduates of general education (e.g., colleges and universities), the
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main problem with VET in Turkey is that the ratio of VET graduates who are employed
in their field of study is quite low (Ministry of National Education [MoNE], 2018;
Ozer, 2019a). Therefore, horizontal skills mismatch in the labor market is a common
problem for VET graduates in Turkey. Although studies have been conducted on the
nature of the link between VET and the labor market in Turkey (Aytas, 2014; Erikli,
2015; Hatipoglu, 2016; Ozer & Suna, 2020a; Susanli, 2020), little research has occurred
on the reasons for VET graduates being employed in an area not directly related to
their field of study (i.e., out-of-field employment).

This study investigates horizontal skills mismatch for VET graduates in Turkey, as
well as their reasons for out-of-field employment. To gather opinions and reflections
from this population, we have developed a questionnaire to collect information about
VET graduates’ employment status and emailed it to all individuals registered with
the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) graduate e-portal. We also conducted
face-to-face interviews with 20 VET graduates. The quantitative and qualitative data
obtained from the questionnaire and interviews have been analyzed in detail to
determine the respondents’ reasons for out-of-field employment. This is the first
comprehensive data-driven study investigating the reasons for VET graduates’ out-
of-field employment by examining VET graduates’ opinions.

Horizontal Skills Mismatch and Out-of-Field Employment in Turkey

Students in the VET system in Turkey receive education through two channels:
vocational and technical Anatolian high schools (VTAH) and vocational training centers
(VTC; MoNE, 2018). VTAHs constitute the types of institution where academic education
is more dominant, and more than 90% of VET students in Turkey receive their education
there (MoNE, 2018; Ozer & Suna, 2019). About 10% of VET students are trained with
workplace-based apprenticeship programs at VTCs. The total number of students in both
types of VET is almost two million, and these students constitute about 35% of the total
number of secondary education students in Turkey (Ozer, 2018, 2019a, 2019b).

Employment numbers for VET high school graduates in Turkey are better than for
general high school graduates (Ozer & Suna, 2020a). According to the Turkish Statistical
Institute (TurkStat) data, VET graduates’ employment percentage is higher than for general
high school graduates, and unemployment rates are lower now than they were in the past
decade. Table 1 presents labor force statistics for VET graduates over the last decade
compared with general high school and higher education graduates (Ozer & Suna, 2020a).

As seen in Table 1, data from the last decade shows graduating from a VET high
school to improve one’s employment prospects compared to general high school
graduate employment rates. VET high school graduates’ unemployment rates are lower
than those for higher education graduates between 2015 and 2018.
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Table 1
Labor Force Statistics for VET High School Graduates, General High School Graduates, and
Higher Education Graduates (2009-2018)*

Employment Rate (%)

2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018
General High School 42.6 | 433 | 455 | 458 | 46.7 | 47.1 | 473 | 472 | 47.6 48.0
Vocational High School 552 | 57.1 | 583 | 58.1 | 583 | 58.1 | 58.7 | 58.2 | 582 58.6
Higher Education 68.5 | 70.1 | 71.0 | 71.1 | 71.9 | 70.7 | 71.0 | 70.1 | 70.1 69.6

Unemployment Rate (%)

2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018

General High School 180 | 159 | 12.6 | 11.8 | 12.0 | 11.9 | 124 | 134 | 13.3 13.1
Vocational High School 15.6 | 13.2 | 11.0 | 10.1 | 10.5 | 10.6 | 10.2 | 11.6 | 11.9 11.4
Higher Education 12.1 11.0 | 10.4 | 10.1 | 103 | 10.6 | 11.0 | 12.0 | 12.7 12.4

* Turkstat Employment Statistics Data (2009-2018)

However, the statistics for VET high school graduates presented in Table 1 do not
provide information on whether graduates are employed in their field of study. The
employment rates for VTAH graduates within and outside of their field of study are
given in Figure 1 (MoNE, 2018).

As seen in Figure 1, the percentages of VTAH graduates working in their field of
study ranges from 0.01% to 18.28% depending on the field, and the percentages for
those working outside of their field of study range from 22.98% to 57.20%. The out-
of-field employment rates of VET graduates are higher than the in-field employment
rates across all vocational areas. Thus, a considerable skills mismatch issue comes to
the fore in the labor market within the scope of VET in Turkey. The percentage of
graduates working in their field of study exceeds 10% in areas such as laboratory
services, aircraft maintenance, entertainment services, marketing, and retail. When
examining the data, students who are graduates from VET programs are apparently
largely employed outside of their fields of study.
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Laboratory Services N 18.3% I 55.5% I—
Aircraft Maintenance NN 17.9% I 30.5% IE—————
Entertainment Services 1l 12.3% IEEEEGEG_—_—_—_—_22.5% I
Marketing & Retail | 10.3% INESEG—N 40.5% I
Beauty & Hair Care Services [l 9.9% INEG_—_—_—— 3?27 I
Electrical-Electronics Technology M 9.3% IEESG_—_———— 44 .0% I
Accounting & Financing W 8.6% IEEEEGEG—_——— 2.2
Motor Vehicle Technology 1 8.1% INIG_—_—_——— 50.7% I
Accommodation & Travel Services I 7.9% IS 10.7% I
Construction Technology 1 7.9% I 1 6% EE—
Justice  17.29% I 23.0% E——
Installation Technology & Air Conditioning | 7.1% I 51.0% I
Metal Technology | 6.6% IEEEEG—_—— 5.7% I
Map-Deed-Cadastre | 6.5% I 29.1% I
Child Management & Education | 6.4% I 27.9% I
Machine Technology | 6.1% IEEEEG—N 50.5% I
Food & Beverage Services | 5.9% I 40.5% IE—————
Textile Technology  5.6% IEEEEG—_—__——46.0% I
Public Relations & Organization Services  5.2% IS 31.2% I
Jewelry Technology  4.9% IEEEG—_—_—_——— 42.4% I
Furniture & Interior Design  4.8% IEEEGEG—G—_—_—_—— S1.c% I
Rail Systems Technology 4.7% I 5427 I
Maritime  4.6% IS 35 0% IEE———
Ceramic & Glass Technology  4.6% I 13 6% IE——
Graphics & Photography  4.4% I 34.4% I
Radio & Television 3.9% I 34.0% I
Shoe & Leathercraft Technology 3.8% I 52 /4% D
Musical Instruments Production  3.7% I 31.5% I
Plastics Technology 3.7% IEEEEG—_—N 53.1% I
Food Technology 3.3% IS 35.5% I
Shipbuilding 3.29% IEE_—35.4% I
Metallurgy Technology 3.1% IEEEEGEG—_—_——— 53 5% I
Information Technologies 2.5% IEEEEGEG—_—_—_—_11.6% I
Patient & Elderly Services 2.5% M 25.1% IE——
Firefighting & Fire Safety 2.5% I 25.5% I
| Equipment Technologies 2.1% NN 40.3% IE————
Maintenance Services 2.0% INEEEG—_—_—G—_41.3% I
Chemical Technology 1.9% IEEEEEG—_—_—_—_— 463 I
Agriculture 1.7% IEEEG—_—_—35.2% I
Office Management 1.1% IEEEEGG—_——43.5% I
Handicraft Technology 1.1% IEEG—_—_—36.5% M
Printing Technology 1.1% IEEE—_— 7.2 I
Journalism Technology 1.0% I 37.0% I
Industrial Automation Technologieso.2¢ IEG—_—GE—_—_—_— 41.5% IEEEEE_—_————N
Art & Design0.1% I 33.0% IN———
Family & Consumer Services0.0% I 31.8% IE——

m Field of Study Employment m Out of Field Employment

Figure 1. Employment percentages for VET high school graduates by
employment status and vocational area (MoNE, 2018).
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Methodology

Research Design

This study utilizes an exploratory mixed-method design in which both quantitative
and qualitative data are analyzed (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The qualitative data
collection occurred during the first stage of the study, and the development of the
quantitative data collection instrument (the questionnaire) is supported by the findings
of the study’s qualitative component (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Face-to-face
interviews have been conducted during the data collection process primarily for the
purpose of obtaining qualitative data to develop the questionnaire. An open-ended
item has been added to the questionnaire to obtain secondary qualitative data from a
high-volume sample. One key advantage of the exploratory design is that the inclusion
of quantitative component guides are more acceptable and the findings from the
qualitative component are more generalizable (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Based
on the structure of the study, the data collection process began with the qualitative
component followed by the quantitative component; these phases have been conducted
consecutively in coherence with the exploratory sequential mixed method outlined by
Creswell & Creswell (2017). The trajectory of the exploratory design used in the
present study is shown in Figure 2.

QUAL data analysis
(0)]

QUAL data collection

QUAL findings (I) Develop Questionnaire

QUAN findings QUAN data analysis
Interpretation QUAL . - QUAN + QUAL data

L ' QUAL data analysis collection
QUAL findigs (II) (m !

Figure 2. Exploratory sequential design used in the study
(QUAL = Qualitative component; QUAN = Quantitative component).

As can be seen in Figure 2, the exploratory design requires the iterative application
of qualitative and quantitative components. The findings from the qualitative component
and quantitative component are analyzed separately but presented together in the
Results and Discussion sections of this article.

Sample
The sample for this research consists of 4,863 graduates from Turkish VET high
schools from various years. To establish contact and gather this sample, the questionnaire
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(quantitative study instrument) was emailed to 83,208 VET high school graduates
registered with the MoNE e-graduate portal. The MoNE e-graduate portal is a national
registry of all VET graduates in Turkey and is used to monitor their transition from
VET to the labor market. The response rate for the survey was 6%. Table 2 shows the
distribution of the 4,863 survey respondents by demographic categories and employment
characteristics.

Table 2
Distribution of the Demographic and Employment Characteristics of the Sample

All Respondents Respondents (Out-of-Field
Employment)
Group f % f Y%
Female 2,613 53.7 708 48.5
Gender
Male 2,250 46.3 751 51.5
High School 1,545 31.8 552 37.8
X Two-Year (Associate) Degree 1,985 40.8 556 38.1
Education Level
Bachelor’s Degree 1,234 25.4 318 21.8
Graduate Degree 99 2.0 33 2.3
No Info 54 1.1 18 1.2
Hich School 2004 and Before 126 2.6 33 2.3
188 5100 2005-2009 131 2.7 40 2.7
Graduation Year
2010-2014 1,286 26.4 382 26.2
2015-2019 3,266 67.2 986 67.6
Match Bet Completely matched 1,528 314
atch Between -
Education and Job Partially matched 751 15.4
Unmatched 2,584 53.1

As seen in Table 2, VET high school graduates in the sample show a balanced
distribution in terms of gender. Of the respondents, 93.6% had graduated from VET
high schools over the last 10 years; 68.23% have continued their education after high
school and completed an associate’s degree or attend higher education. However, only
31.42% of the graduates answered being currently employed in a job that is fully
compatible with their field of study, while 53.14% stated being employed in a job that
is completely incompatible with their field of study.

In line with the aim of the study, 1,459 out of the 2,584 respondents not employed
in their field of study reported being currently employed and responded to the open-
ended item regarding their reasons for having out-of-field employment. As seen in
Table 2, the distribution of gender and education level for these 1,459 respondents is
similar to distribution across the entire sample.

Data Collection Tools

The VET graduates’ opinions regarding employment status have been collected
through a questionnaire and semi-structured face-to-face interviews. The semi-
structured interviews have been conducted with a certain predefined process in terms
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of theory and method, but otherwise had no strict structure (Blandford, 2013). In such
interviews, researchers can interact with respondents in a detailed enough manner to
enable subjective feedback while still maintaining a core methodology consistent
across all respondents (Evans, 2017; Flick, 2009). Accordingly, we prepared questions
about the status and reasons for VET graduates’ employment within or outside of their
field of study. Based on their responses to these initial questions, participants were
asked additional follow-up questions to generate more in-depth answers.

These interviews were conducted with 20 VET graduates during the first phase of
the study to gather qualitative data to help develop the quantitative questionnaire. We
analyzed the qualitative data from the interviews to discover the themes regarding
VET graduates’ employment. Because little theoretical literature exists on the reasons
for employment within/outside of graduates’ field of study, we used both the feedback
from the interviewees and the literature on skills mismatch to shape the question design.
Thus, we asked the interviewees about the factors affecting their employment status
after graduation and which questions they believed should be asked of survey
respondents for the purposes of the study. After transcribing and analyzing the interview
data, we converted the questions suggested by the interviewees into questionnaire
items. The draft questionnaire was then presented to seven interviewees to solicit their
feedback. After revising the draft questionnaire based on the comments from the
respondents and two psychometricians, the questionnaire items were examined over
a small group of VET graduates and finalized after additional revisions. The final
version of the questionnaire was studied in detail by two psychometricians who
concluded the instrument to have an adequate level of face validity. In line with the
feedback received from the participants, we developed a short questionnaire with a
limited number of options to increase the response rate. Participation in the study was
voluntary, with all participants providing informed consent after reading about the
study objectives and receiving assurance that their anonymity would be protected.

Data Analysis

The study has collected the quantitative data through the questionnaire items and
the qualitative data through face-to-face interviews and an open-ended item on the
questionnaire. The qualitative data obtained from the interviews and responses to the
open-ended item on the questionnaire have been analyzed in accordance with descriptive
analytical methods. Descriptive analyses of qualitative data aim to describe the
considered phenomenon in a detail without any intervention (Elliott et al., 1994;
Nassaji, 2015). The descriptive analysis of the qualitative data was performed
independently prior to checking for consistency among individual analyses and making
the respective revisions. In line with the suggestions by Creswell & Creswell (2017)
to increase analytical validity and reliability, the findings were shared with seven
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interview participants to solicit their feedback on the researchers’ interpretations.
Participants mostly agreed with the coding and themes, and their limited disagreements
were considered and incorporated into revisions. We used the program Atlas.ti for
coding and developing themes and generating a conceptual diagram to represent these
findings (see Figure 3).

The questionnaire items focus on VET graduates’ employment status, their reasons
for being employed outside of their field of study, and their levels of satisfaction with
respect to their vocational field. Given that the items on the questionnaire nominally
and ordinally measure these phenomena, we have chosen not to perform parametric
tests (Cooper & Johnson, 2016). Moreover, as the items are multidimensional, each
item has been examined individually. Therefore, the questionnaire items are analyzed
descriptively, and the findings are presented with frequency distributions.

Results

The findings are presented in two parts. First, we provide the analysis of the
qualitative data gleaned from the interviews and questionnaire. Second, we present
the analysis of the quantitative data obtained from the questionnaire.

Qualitative Findings

This section gives findings from the face-to-face interviews conducted with 20 VET
graduates, as well as findings from the 1,086 responses to the open-ended survey
question regarding graduates’ reasons for out-of-field employment. First, we present
a conceptual diagram illustrating the results from the semi-structured interviews.
Second, we combine the qualitative findings from the semi-structured interviews with
the open-ended items from the questionnaire. Figure 3 presents the themes and sample
coding from the semi-structured interviews.
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=) 7:2 They need to be more focused (S)4:21 did not have a adequate
on teaching internship experience, and this made
me feel inadequte on my field

Antipathy to the Field of Study

Lack of Skills in Their Field of
Study

(=) 8:4 We were interns of accounting,
however, we did not work for issues of
accounting adequately

great effort but personally, | did not
push myseif to learn

(S 7:3 | believe that my teachers spent l

Other Reasons-Gender Issues

= 4:1 1 wish to have better vocational
skills in my field and run my own firm

=) 9:1 Basicly | did not like my field, |
was young and my preference was Working Conditions
wrong .

(511 The main reason is that | am

“Causes Regarding Field-of-Study female. The working environment
- Mismatch was mostly for males and difficult to
(571 Conditions were pretty bad _

(=) 9:2 | was inalienated form my field
based on the employers’ behaviours
towards my collagues

Low Wages

= 611t was both difficult to find a job

(510:1 At first we had choices and ; .
and wages were quite low in my

conditions were good, then, choises
were restricted and conditions

s

Family Matters

Cannot Find a Job in Field-of-

my
could net find one in my field

=102 1t was almost impossible to find (=)3:11n public institutions, the related
ajob in my field positions for my field were quite
graduate from an university limited
program

Figure 3. Conceptual diagram of the findings from the semi-structured interviews.

The themes influencing graduates’ work outside of their field of study that emerged
include low wages, lack of vocational skills in their field of study, working conditions,
and antipathy to their field of study. The same seven themes are also importantly noted
to have emerged in the responses to the open-ended item from the questionnaire (see
Figure 4). We identified two additional themes from the questionnaire as well: pursuing
higher education and lack of experience.

Figure 4 presents the distribution of the qualitative findings from the open-ended
item in the questionnaire regarding the reasons for out-of-field employment.
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50
Cannot Find a Job in Field-of-Study I 435 %
Low Wages [N 157 %
Lack of Skills in Their Field-of-Study N 9.4 %
Lack of Experience NN 8.0 %
Working Conditions [N 7.6 %
Antipathy to the Field-of-Study [ 7.0%
Family Matters [ 4.0%
Continuing Higher Education [l 2.9%

OtherReasons [l 2.1%

Figure 4. Distribution of participants’ reasons for out-of-field employment
from the questionnaire.
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As seen in Figure 4, the most common reason for out-of-field employment expressed
by the VET graduates is the inability to find a job in their field of study. Other prominent
reasons included low wages, lack of vocational skills in their field of study, lack of
required experience, working conditions, and antipathy to the field of study. In the
following sections, we expand upon these themes from the semi-structured interviews
and open-ended questionnaire item.

Cannot Find a Job in Field of Study

The most frequent reason for out-of-field employment is that VET graduates were
unable to find employment opportunities in their field of study. Graduates explained
this with responses such as, “It is impossible to be employed in my field,” “There is
almost no job opportunities in the private sector in my field,” “The high number of
graduates [looking for employment],” and “The jobs I can find in my field are limited.”
Specifically, graduates working in production stated, “There are no factories related
to my field;” and “There is no job opportunity in my field, and when I rarely find one,
it comes with a sub-par salary.” Graduates also expressed, “There is no job opportunities
in public institutions in my field,” “Many people are employed, even though they are
not from this field,” and “It is difficult to find a job because my field has too many
graduates.” Additional responses demonstrate open positions to be located outside of
the regions where respondents live; for example, “There is no job for my field where
I live” and “I could not find a job suitable for my field.”

Low Wages

Answers indicating low wages include, “I had insufficient financial income in my
field,” “My income was insufficient,” “I needed money urgently,” “I worked in the
field where I found a job that made sustaining my life easier,” “I knew I could not
make [enough] money in my field of study,” and “I had to manage myself financially.”
Graduates also expressed this sentiment by responding, “The private sector doesn’t
even provide a minimum salary;” “Even if [ were to work in the private sector, earning
a decent wage in this field would be impossible,” and “The private sector is already
very problematic in my field.”

Lack of Skills in Their Field of Study

Graduates who lacked the necessary vocational skills required by the job market
explained their situation as follows: “The only function of school is giving a diploma,”
“I had to study in a different field because education was inadequate,” “I couldn’t fully
learn the profession,” “I don’t feel confident about my vocational skills,” “School was
indifferent and inadequate, ” “We did not take cultural courses [i.e., teaching generic
skills],” and “Our educators were insufficient.” Foregrounding the need for additional
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training beyond vocational high school, some graduates explained this phenomenon
saying, “High school graduates are not considered sufficient in business life, they
[employers] want university graduates and this makes you feel inadequate” and “I felt
inadequate because they [employers] didn’t hire high school graduates.”

Lack of Experience

Graduates who were unable to find work in their field of study due to lack of
experience explained their experiences stating, “Employers want work experience in
jobs related to my field,” “Employers do not recruit new graduates in my field,” “I do
not have any experience because employers do not recruit high school graduates,” and
“Employers are looking for experienced university graduates.”

Working Conditions
Participants described the working conditions in their field of study to involve “long

99 ¢

and irregular working hours,” “working conditions we do not deserve,” “late working

2 ¢ LENT3

hours,” “weekly off-time is not specific,” “the working environment is a stressful heavy

29 .

construction site,” “there is no environment for a woman to work,” “lack of a shift
system,” and “despite hard work and workload, we did not have proper salaries or tier
payments.” Additional reasons provided by graduates that fell under this umbrella
include “because we are employed without insurance,” “because employers also want
cleaning duties on top of our routine tasks,” “because employers don’t have work
ethics and regular workplaces,” and “because they are part-time jobs despite full-time
demand.” Other responses that fell within this scope include “We work in very
dangerous jobs,” and “We are employed in the private sector under very extreme

conditions.”

Antipathy to the Field of Study

Graduates expressed negative feelings about their field of study, saying “It was too
early for me to choose a field,” “I do not like my field of study,” “I was unhappy in
the field I had chosen,” “I realized that I don’t like my field and I find it absurd for
someone to choose their profession at the age of 13,” “I hated my job because of
internships,” and “We were employed in irrelevant jobs in internships, thus I don’t
like my field.”

Family Matters

Some participants identified their families’ expectations as having caused their out-
of-field employment, explaining, “I maintain the family business,” “It’s my father’s
profession,” and “It was our family company.” Additional participants explained wanting
to be close to their family having caused them to seek out-of-field employment, explaining
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“I could not leave my family,” “I do not want to be far away from my family,” and “I
do not want to leave my family alone.” Another common theme within this scope involves
family health problems, indicated by responses like “because we have a family health
problem,” and “my brother is ill and I am looking after him, I cannot move away from
home, so it is impossible to work regularly in a job in my field.”

Continuing Higher Education

VET graduates electing to continue their education instead of working in their field
of study explained their choice as follows: “They [employers] absolutely want a
university degree in the workplace,” “Otherwise, I do not think that I will progress
further in my field of study,” “I want to have a better career,” “I want to work in a
better field,” “I do not want to be considered as a high school graduate,” and “Mostly
because I want to be on the brain team in the field that I want.”

Other Reasons

Graduates mentioned personal situations at a lower frequency than the aforementioned
themes, and these are gathered under the heading of Other Reasons. Some graduates
stated employers discriminating against gender in their respective fields, stating, “They
[employers] are looking more for female candidates,” “They [employers] separate
women from men in kitchens,” “It was a problem for me to be a woman in this field,”
and “They [employers] requested employees be male.” Moreover, some graduates
explained being unable to work in their field of study because they cannot speak a
foreign language. One respondent described this situation, saying, “I could not speak
the required foreign language in my field.” Finally, some graduates cited personal
health problems as the main reason for not working in their field of study. In this regard,
expressions such as “I am not working because my profession affects my physical and
mental health,” “I have been hyper-myopic,” and “to avoid problems such as a herniated
disc at a later age” were provided as reasons for out-of-field employment.

Quantitative Findings
Figure 5 illustrates the frequency distributions of the responses provided to the
questionnaire.
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0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 %0 100
Iwant to workin a job related to myfield of education 67.9% 156% 165%
looked for a job related to my field of education 625% 159 % 5%
Iam working in a job which is out of my field of education due to the financial matters. 511% 196% [ 223% |
1am working in a job which s out of my field of education because | needed tofind a job ina short time. 453% 202% [ 3aaw |
I want towork onlyin the jobs related to my field of education 44.7% 271%
1 wouldlike to take VET in another vocational field 481% 27.4%
I am working in a job which is out of my field of education because | could find a job easier in other fields 400% 275% 326 %
Iam happy that | was graduated from a VET program 323% 286% 39.19%
I consider myself advantageous because | was graduated from a VET program 262% 77% ] 4619 |
My graduation from VET contributed to me in my job 236% 268% 49.6% |
I'am working in a job which is out of my field of education because my interest and enthusiasm towards my field... 229% 26% 536 % l
Iwish that my child would select a VET high school 201% 215% I 585 % |
1am working in a job which is out of my field of education due to the family matters 162% 155% | 683 % |
My internship experience through VET helped me to finda job 158% 173% | 66.9 |
I could find a job in a short time because | am graduated from a VET high school |44 7% | 729% |
Iam working in a job which is out of my field of e ducation because my current field s less risky  [E0R94 166% 727% |
1am working in a job which is out of my field of education because | do not feel qualified enough in my field. 95% 150% | 75.5% |
1am working in a job which is out of my field of education because my field is perceived as more appropriate for... SNBSS 9.7% | 818% |

Agree [IPartially Agree [ Disagree

Figure 5. Frequency distributions for graduates’ responses to
the questionnaire items.

As seen in Figure 5, 78.45% of the respondents stated looking for a job in their field
of study. Similarly, 83.55% agreed partially or completely with the statement “I want
to work in a job related to my field of study,” while 71.86% desired only to work in
jobs in their field of study. The high positive responses given to these three items in
Figure 5 indicate that respondents largely want to work in their field of study and make
significant efforts in this regard. However, only 49.63% of respondents stated being a
VET graduate to have contributed (either completely or partially) to them getting their
job. This finding shows that, although the VET graduates want to work in their field
of study and make efforts to this end, only half of them can use their vocational skills
in their job to any extent.

Of the respondents, 60.91% fully or partially agreed to being satisfied with their
VET training, while 53.91% saw themselves as having an advantage due to their VET
experiences. Despite this, only 27.11% of respondents stated VET to have helped them
find a job in a short time.

Discussions and Conclusion

While sociologists of education have long debated whether vocational education
provides “an effective safety net” to students or diverts them from “prestigious
occupations,” the role of vocational education in the stratification process varies across
countries (Shavit & Miiller, 2000, p. 438). Accordingly, any study on the dream and
realities of vocational education should be evaluated from a comparative perspective
(Ozer & Perc, 2020). Whatever the role of vocational education in strafitication, a VET
system’s performance is determined by the strength of the relationship between
education and employment. When this relationship is not strongly established, skills
mismatches arise in the labor market. Skills mismatch is not only a problem of education
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but also an important indicator of the performance of the relationship between education
and the labor market. Many studies have demonstrated the tremendous consequences
skills mismatches have for the labor market and for national economies (Biichel, 2002;
Korber, 2019; Nordin et al., 2010; Schweri et al., 2019).

As previously stated, Germany has received praise for its smooth transition for VET
graduates due to both its dual system and the size of the relevant vocational sectors
(Dissinger, 2015; Rozer & Van de Werthorst, 2020). However, some studies maintain
the strong linkages the VET approach has to result in a trade-off where stronger linkages
provide an observable advantage only for younger graduates’ transition while perhaps
having a detrimental effect as these graduates’ get older (Hanushek et al., 2011 &
2017). However, some recent studies have shown this trade-off to not be supported
(Muja et al., 2019; Rozer & Van de Werthorst, 2020). The contradictory findings on
this issue require additional research to understand and clarify the underlying mechanism
of the linkage between education and the labor market. The present study has considered
the widespread problem of horizontal skills mismatch for VET graduates in Turkey
and provided new evidence in its support.

VET in Turkey has contributed significantly to the country’s development for years.
Moreover, in times of crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic, VET’s contribution to the
needs of society through its production and capacity for adaptation has become even
more crucial (Ozer, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c; Ozer & Suna, 2020b). In Turkey, VET has
provided significant employment advantages for vocational school graduates. However,
it also suffers from a large proportion of out-of-field employment that has led to a skills
mismatch in the labor market. The reasons behind this influx of out-of-field employment
have been speculated about for years, but VET graduates getting employed outside of
their field of study has typically been directly attributed to the performance and quality
of the VET system. Thus, this has typically been considered an educational problem.
Consequently, MoNE has conducted several recent projects to improve the quality of
VET in Turkey (Ozer, 2018, 2019a, 2019b; Ozer & Suna, 2020a). However, no such
effort has been made to understand the underlying reasons for the skills mismatch with
regard to the labor market’s responsibility. The relationship between education and
employment is two-dimensional, and these concerns are shared by both educational
institutions and the labor market. To our knowledge, no empirical study has occurred on
the background of VET graduates’ out-of-field employment in Turkey (Ozer, 2019a;
Ozer & Suna, 2020a). Therefore, we investigated the reasons for VET graduates’ out-
of-field employment in this study. Within this framework, we have carried out a mixed-
methods study to determine VET graduates’ reasons for out-of-field employment.

The quantitative findings of the study show VET graduates to want to work in their
field of study and to make considerable efforts in this regard. However, only a small

947



iSTANBUL UNiVERSITESi SOSYOLOJi DERGiSi

number of graduates find a chance to work within their field of study. Moreover, only
half of the graduates stated being able to use the skills they had gained through VET
in their job. This indicates an important productivity problem both at the individual
and national level. This also leads to a dissatisfaction at the personal level and loss of
skilled human resources at the national level.

Qualitative findings of the study also illustrated that, among graduates’ stated reasons
for out-of-field employment, the most common reason is that they cannot find a job
within their field of study. This finding indicates that there are not enough employment
opportunities in VET graduates’ vocational fields. These findings also indicate the
number of graduates educated through VET to be greater than the labor market’s
demand in Turkey. Therefore, this study provides the first evidence of the shift of
graduates to employment outside of their field of study to not be merely a problem
related to educational quality but to also be a consequence of the limited employment
capacity of the labor market. The high number of graduates and lack of adequate
recruitment in the job market verifies the excessive worker supply in regard to
Vocational and Technical Anatolian High Schools (see also Ozer & Suna 2020a;
Schweri et al., 2019). The narrower employment capacity of the labor market seems
to lower the chance of graduates finding a job related to their field of study. Therefore,
in order to decrease the skills mismatches present in the labor market, Turkish vocational
programs must take into consideration the balance between supply and demand.

Low wages are another important reason for out-of-field employment, indicating that
VET graduates’ fields-of-study do not offer wages at a sufficient level. The mechanisms
to encourage VET graduates to work in their field of study seem not to be adequately
set up in the labor market. This also constitutes a second noticeable weakness in the
relationship between VET and the labor market. In countries with a strong linkage
between these institutions, the labor market provides some kind of award mechanism to
encourage VET graduates to work in their field of study (De Lange et al., 2014; Korber,
2019). For example, VET graduates in Germany receive wage advantages only if they
work in the field of their vocational education, otherwise their wages decrease at a rate
of 10-20% (Bol et al., 2019). However, wages in Turkey are not sufficiently distinguished
because no such mechanism exists in the labor market; thus, graduates prefer to work
in fields where it is easier to find work with better working conditions as opposed to
seeking a job in their area of expertise (Ozer & Suna, 2020a). Among the quantitative
findings, the fact that more than half the graduates responded positively to the statement
“It is easier to find a job in other fields™ also confirms this phenomenon. Therefore, this
finding also provides evidence that the influx of out-of-field employment does not stem
from the quality of VET education but to rather be related to the lack of award/penalty
mechanisms within the labor market.
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Working conditions and gender-based discrimination are also factors directly related
to the labor market in Turkey. The lack of appropriate and reasonable working conditions
and the use of gender as a criterion in selecting human resources encourage VET
graduates’ out-of-field employment. The statements from participants also indicate
that employers use such criteria in hiring employees.

VET graduates’ lack of experience also constitutes a serious problem when attempting
to find a job within the appropriate field of study. VET graduates with little or no
experience look for other out-of-field opportunities. Additionally, the distance between
a graduate’s home and workplace influences out-of-field employment. In this context,
graduates stated being unable to find a job matching their field of study in the regions
where they live. Such geographical mismatch is also a type of horizontal skills mismatch
(CEDEFOP, 2020) and also indicates an infrastructure problem as many VET institutions
are not located around companies that require graduates with their corresponding
specialized field of study. Therefore, both companies’ locations and their future needs
should be considered when reorganizing VET programs. This reorganization will both
improve the quality of education and decrease the probability of geographical mismatch.
In fact, MoNE has already prepared a vocational skills map identifying the relevant
sector and field clusters for all provinces in Turkey and has started to realign vocational
programs and school locations with the related sectors (Canbal et al., 2020).

Respondents related out-of-field employment with their lack of the skills required in
their field of study and antipathy to their field of study. These respondents seem to be
unhappy about choosing their field of study at an early age. This is a consequence of the
VET structure because it admits students directly after middle school. Respondents’
unhappiness could also be related to the lack of guidance and orientation services about
VET in both middle and secondary schools. Studies show that, when students are placed
in schools based on their academic performance, achievement gaps between school types
increase (Karaaga¢ Cing6z & Giir, 2020; Suna et al., 2020a, Suna et al., 2020c¢). Clustering
comparatively low-performing students in a particular school type such as VTAHs leads
to higher levels of absenteeism and even school dropout (Boliikbas & Giir, 2020; Ozer
et al., 2020; Suna et al., 2020a; Suna et al., 2020b). Some VET graduates also attribute
their out-of-field employment to low quality education at VET schools, even though the
problem only becomes visible in the labor market.

We conclude that restructuring vocational and technical education is necessary to
alleviate the detrimental effects of choosing school type and field of study an early
age. Moreover, increasing guidance services and improving the quality of education
provided at VET schools should be top priorities. When evaluating the qualitative and
quantitative findings as a whole, the causes of out-of-field employment are clearly
related to failures in establishing a strong connection between the labor market and
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VET schools. To reduce VET graduates’ being employed out of field, this study
proposes increasing the collaboration between VET schools and industry sectors as
well as establishing a supply-demand balance based rationally on the best available
data regarding the vocational and general skills required in the job market. We also
suggest establishing award mechanisms to provide incentives for employability in
jobs related to graduates’ fields-of-study.
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Appendix

Survey Form

Dear participant,

This study aims to determine the vocational fields where vocational and technical
education graduates are frequently employed, their opinions about the benefits of the
vocational education in their profession, and the reasons why employees are employed
out of their field of study. Participation is voluntary and completing the form will take
about 10-15 minutes. Please answer all questions with your direct opinions. You can
enlarge the spaces reserved for your answers under the questions, make your responses
as long as you would like. Privacy and anonymity of your responses within the scope
of the study will be protected.

Thank you for your participation.
1. Gender:

O Female O Male

2. Level of Education:

O High School Degree OO Associate Degree 00 Undergraduate Degree 0 Graduate
Degree

3. Year of VET Graduation:

4. From which vocational field did you graduate?

5. Were you ever employed after your graduation from VET high school?
O Yes O No

6. How long after you graduated were you employed? (Months or Years)
7. Is your current/recent job related to your vocational field?

O Strongly related O Partially related OO Not related
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