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Abstract
This article investigates employment and occupational transitions that are behind structural 
changes in European labour markets before, during and after the Great Recession. The study 
introduces a new methodological approach for studying labour market flows considering the 
quality of the jobs from and into which the flows are taking place by differentiating them into wage 
quintiles. The analysis compares six European countries that are usually associated with different 
institutional clusters – France, Italy, Poland, Spain, Sweden and the UK. It tracks the transitions 
of their working age populations into and out of inactivity, unemployment and employment (in 
five wage categories). The findings show the extent to which employment and occupational 
mobility patterns differ across European countries, resulting in very different outcomes in terms 
of employment opportunities and life chances. Results also suggest that the countries studied fall 
into three distinct categories based on the degree of occupational mobility characterising their 
economies.
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Introduction

The Great Recession that started in 2008 has had significant and lasting effects on 
European labour markets. In terms of levels, it led to a big drop in employment, which 
has taken years to recover – in some cases, it has not fully recovered yet. In terms of 
employment structures, the crisis generalised a pattern of ‘negative job polarisation’, in 
which mid-paid jobs declined in relative (and often also absolute) terms with respect to 
jobs at the top and bottom of the occupational structure (Fernández-Macías and Hurley, 
2017). These are very significant developments that suggest a real change for the worse 
in the employment and occupational opportunities of Europeans: declining employment 
numbers in mid-paid occupations particularly are likely to be felt by individuals as lower 
chances of finding good jobs and of moving up the occupational ladder. Much is known 
about how the crisis changed the stocks and structures of employment, but not so much 
is known about how it changed the individual-level flows and transitions between jobs 
and different employment statuses.

Indeed, the same aggregate stocks and structures can be associated with rather differ-
ent patterns of employment mobility and occupational flows, and this directly affects the 
distribution of life chances among the population. The same level of unemployment can 
have very different implications if there are significant flows into and out of it or not, or 
if the flows are linked only to low-paid jobs or to the whole employment structure. If 
there are no flows, unemployment can mean a total exclusion from economic life of a 
part of the population. If flows are restricted to low-paid jobs, it can be associated with a 
labour market segmented into two impermeable groups. In the case of frequent flows 
across the whole occupational structure, it can be relatively harmless to the economic 
and life chances of the vast majority of the population. Measuring labour market flows 
and understanding their implications for the chances of workers can be as important as 
measuring stocks and structures, particularly in the context of a big crisis like that which 
occurred in 2008.

In this article we investigate individual-level flows between different employment sta-
tuses and occupational levels in the context of broad labour market developments of 
European countries in the last couple of decades. In order to evaluate the nature and impli-
cations of the flows, and to facilitate the link with previous research on structural labour 
market developments, workers are classified in detailed occupations and grouped into five 
categories (quintiles) according to the average occupational wages. This approach is very 
similar, though not identical because of limitations imposed by the data, to the ‘jobs-based 
approach’ used in the European Jobs Monitor (Eurofound, 2017a) and other recent litera-
ture on occupational change (e.g. Fernández-Macías and Hurley, 2017; Murphy and 
Oesch, 2018; Oesch, 2013; Oesch and Piccitto, 2019; Wright and Dwyer, 2003).

The novelty of the approach means that there are few previous comparable studies, 
and, therefore, the analysis should be open and exploratory. However, it is possible to 
specify some initial hypotheses or expectations against which the results can be judged. 
First, since the analysis is carried out by comparing European countries with different 
institutional characteristics, a significant degree of cross-country variation is to be 
expected. The extent to which such cross-country variation aligns with the usual institu-
tional country clusters (Ireland and the UK versus Nordic countries versus continental 
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countries versus southern European countries, for instance) should remain an open ques-
tion. Previous research, for instance, found that the UK and the Nordic countries display 
similarly high levels of occupational mobility, in contrast with much lower mobility 
flows in continental and southern Europe (Bukodi and Róbert, 2007). Second, although 
the effect of the Great Recession varied significantly in intensity and duration across 
countries, the previously mentioned evidence of a generalised shift towards negative job 
polarisation can be expected to produce similar effects across countries. Negative job 
polarisation might be expected to be associated with fewer employment opportunities for 
mid-paid occupations and, therefore, a more-or-less generalised reduction of mobility up 
and down the occupational ladder. But, again, this initial expectation should be a ques-
tion to be answered rather than an answer to be confirmed.

Our article first reviews the related literature on employment and occupational mobil-
ity, highlighting key issues and existing gaps. It then introduces the analytical framework 
and the data, discussing the methodological challenges of this kind of analysis and how 
these have been addressed. The subsequent section provides a systematic investigation 
of the patterns of employment transitions and occupational mobility in six European 
countries before, during and after the Great Recession, and identifies different mobility 
regimes. Next, the analysis of mobility patterns is enriched by controlling for the effects 
of a set of individual and job-related characteristics on the chances of moving in or out 
of employment or into other job quintiles. The concluding section of the article high-
lights how different institutional frameworks can be associated with similar levels of 
mobility, suggesting that the socioeconomic outcomes of similar mobility levels can also 
be quite diverse.

Related literature

While job mobility is extensively investigated in the literature as a key element of work-
force flexibility and reallocation of employment, to the best of our knowledge there is 
limited comparative evidence on mobility patterns across different European countries 
from, to and within employment by job quality levels.

A review of recent studies investigating the subject allowed us to identify three key 
issues. Firstly, there is a link between job quality and mobility findings, with job quality 
levels being associated with different risks of unemployment and career advancement. 
Secondly, the 2008 economic crisis had a considerable effect on occupational mobility, 
as it tended to increase unemployment risk and reduce upward mobility. Thirdly, there 
are significant differences across countries in mobility patterns due to country-specific 
institutional factors.

In relation to the first aspect, Nolan and Voitchovsky (2016) investigated the inci-
dence of job loss by job quality levels (wage quintiles) in Ireland. The analysis, which 
was based on EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) cross-sectional 
data for employees in 2006 and 2009, showed that the probability of remaining in 
employment is positively correlated with monthly earnings, after controlling for a series 
of individual and household variables which may affect labour market circumstances. 
However, the study was limited to one specific country and focused exclusively on 
movements out of employment, and not into or within employment.
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In a similar way, Cortes (2016) presented evidence on job mobility by ability, rather 
than wage, quintiles in the United States. The analysis offered a more comprehensive 
picture as it looked both at occupational mobility patterns by ability quintile and transi-
tions to unemployment and out of the labour force of different occupational groups (non-
routine manual, routine and non-routine cognitive). Using Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics (PSID) data from 1976 to 2007, the study showed that workers with low abil-
ity are initially less likely to leave routine-intensive jobs, compared to workers of higher 
ability.1 Moreover, and in relation to the direction of the transitions, the findings showed 
that routine workers of relatively low ability are more likely than those in the middle to 
get a job in non-routine manual (that is service) occupations, while workers with higher 
ability would mostly move to non-routine cognitive ones. With regard to transitions out 
of employment for workers in different occupational groups, results suggested that since 
the 1990s routine workers of medium ability had become more likely to enter unemploy-
ment than non-routine workers. Yet, there was no evidence indicating that they were 
much more likely to exit the labour force.

For the UK, Longhi and Taylor (2013) compared occupational mobility patterns of 
successful employed and unemployed job seekers between 2001 and 2010 using quar-
terly data from the Labour Force Survey (LFS). Employed job seekers were found to be 
more likely to exhibit upward occupational mobility (defined as a transition to an occu-
pation with mean wage at least 10% higher than the initial one); on the contrary, unem-
ployed job seekers were more likely to move to low-ranking occupations. The study also 
highlighted important differences in terms of occupation of origin and destination 
between employed and unemployed job seekers: while unemployed job seekers moved 
from managers and senior officials, or skilled trades into sales and customer service or 
elementary occupations, employed job seekers moved the opposite way from sales and 
customer service or elementary occupations into such as professionals, associate profes-
sional and technical occupations.

These papers suggest that jobs of different quality tend to be associated with rather 
different patterns of occupational and employment mobility, but they lack a comparative 
perspective necessary to assess the significance of this association. A comparative analy-
sis of labour market transitions can be found in some recent European publications. 
European Commission (2016a) used new flow statistics from the European Union 
Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) and micro-data from EU-SILC to track mobility within 
employment, focusing on transitions towards better jobs from 2008 to 2013 in terms of 
employment contracts (from temporary to permanent) and working time arrangements 
(from part-time to full-time). Some evidence on transitions to higher or lower wage 
deciles in Europe was also included in Employment and Social Developments in Europe: 
Annual Review 2016 (European Commission, 2016b), but covering a shorter time span 
in the post-crisis period, from 2011 to 2013. Like the previously mentioned papers focus-
ing on specific countries, these comparative European analyses suggest that mobility is 
different across job quality tiers, but they cover only some aspects of job quality (such as 
type of contract or working time) and a very limited time span, without differentiating 
before and after the crisis.

In general, the literature emphasises the significant impact of macroeconomic cycles 
on mobility patterns, which justifies a separate focus on pre- and post-crisis periods. 
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Devereux (2002) showed that during periods of economic expansion, workers in the 
USA tend to move to higher-paying occupations and that pro-cyclical occupational 
upgrading is stronger for less-skilled individuals. Research for Europe has shown similar 
results (e.g. Teulings, 1993).

The same paper by Nolan and Voitchovsky (2016) showed that in Ireland the positive 
correlation between workers’ monthly earnings and the probability of remaining in 
employment was higher during the ‘bust’ period (2009) compared with the boom year 
(2006). Bachmann et al. (2015) investigated the heterogeneous effects of the Great 
Recession (2008–2010) on labour market transitions in Europe by sociodemographic 
group and employment type. They concluded that, during the crisis, the transition rate 
from employment to unemployment increased more significantly for young people, men 
and middle-skilled workers than other groups. Moreover, temporary contracts contrib-
uted more than permanent contracts to rising transitions into unemployment, suggesting 
that the alleged stepping stone function of temporary employment deteriorated during 
this period.2 The European Commission study (2016b) on labour market transitions dur-
ing the crisis confirmed that transition rates from temporary to permanent jobs fell by 4.6 
percentage points at EU level from 2008 to 2013. Finland and the UK were among the 
few countries that experienced a remarkable increase. Similarly, the rate of movement 
from part-time to full-time jobs also deteriorated during the crisis.

Other studies focus on the effect of the last recession on specific types of job transi-
tions. For instance, López-Andreu and Rubery (2018) investigated the gendered impact 
of the financial crisis and austerity policies during the recession, looking at the trends of 
female employment transitions in Spain and the UK. In the crisis, women’s transitions 
from employment to unemployment increased in both countries, though to a higher 
degree in Spain, while transitions into employment dried up.

Finally, a crucial debate in the literature on labour market transitions revolves around 
the importance of the cross-countries institutional differences, which can either mediate 
or exacerbate the effect of an economic crisis. Using 2005 Eurobarometer data, a 
Eurofound-commissioned study on occupational mobility in Europe found that employ-
ment regime variations are significant, especially for early career mobility (Bukodi and 
Róbert, 2007). In particular, liberal, liberal-leaning post-socialist and social-democratic 
regimes (such as the UK, Estonia and Sweden, respectively) show the greatest fluidity in 
their labour markets, while conservative and Mediterranean country regimes (such as 
Germany and Italy, respectively) show very high levels of stability.3 In a conservative-
leaning post-socialist system (such as Poland), levels of downward mobility over the life 
course are the highest.

Other EU-wide analyses on job mobility report similar findings. In a study by Recchi 
et al. (2006), which made use of different data sources for the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
the results of separate logistic regressions of the likelihood of experiencing upward and 
downward mobility pointed to the existence of country specificities in regimes of occu-
pational mobility. The highest occupational mobility was found in the Netherlands and 
the UK, and the lowest was found in France. Similarly, a Danish Technological Institute 
report focusing on a similar time period confirmed that Nordic, Anglo-Saxon and Baltic 
countries are those with the highest levels of all dimensions of job mobility (that is, 
change of job, change of occupation and change of employment status), while regimes 
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with stricter employment protection legislation tend to have medium to low levels of job 
mobility (especially for skilled workers) and lower upward occupational mobility (DTI, 
2008). While noting a general deterioration of the quality of employment transitions due 
to the crisis and austerity policies in both Spain and the UK, López-Andreu and Rubery 
(2018) point to differences in the impact among the two countries also due to their diverse 
institutional frameworks. In conclusion, most of the reviewed papers suggest that spe-
cific institutional settings can explain different patterns of occupational mobility in 
Europe.4

Overall, the above review of specialised literature highlighted how the three key 
issues initially discussed are fundamental to understanding mobility patterns. Yet what is 
still missing is a perspective covering these points at the same time: without linking job 
quality and mobility patterns, one cannot fully grasp the implications of both phenom-
ena; without differentiating before and after the crisis, one cannot identify what is struc-
tural and what is cyclical; without a comparative perspective, one cannot fully understand 
and explain mobility patterns. Our article aims at filling the gap in the literature and 
bringing together these three elements by making an explicit link between job quality 
and mobility, while simultaneously comparing mobility patterns before, during and after 
the crisis; and doing it in a consistent and comparable way across European welfare 
regimes.

Methodology and data

In the next few pages, we will describe the methodology and the data sources we 
employed throughout our study.

A jobs-based approach

The main objective of this article is to study how the recent crisis affected transitions 
between jobs and employment status in different European countries, taking job quality 
into account. To do this, we take an occupational perspective, which is inspired by the 
jobs-based approach that underlies Eurofound’s European Jobs Monitor (Eurofound, 
2017a) and other recent research on occupational change (e.g. Fernández-Macías and 
Hurley, 2017; Murphy and Oesch, 2018; Oesch, 2013; Oesch and Piccitto, 2019; Wright 
and Dwyer, 2003). The key elements of this perspective are summarised below.

The starting point of this approach is that the unit of analysis is shifted from individu-
als to detailed occupations. Occupations can be defined as positions in productive struc-
tures involving a particular bundle of tasks and requiring a particular set of skills. This 
occupational approach makes it possible to shift the level of analysis to the productive 
structure (instead of the unstructured ‘labour market’) and to define job quality in rela-
tion to labour market positions, typical task bundles and skills (abstracting from endog-
enous variability in individual outcomes and attributes).5

From this approach, each detailed occupation can be understood almost as a separate 
segment of the labour market. The human capital requirements associated with the job as 
well as the existence of internal labour market dynamics (such as the benefits of senior-
ity) mean that transitions within the same occupation are fundamentally different from 
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transitions outside the occupation. In this article, we focus on transitions that cross occu-
pational boundaries, since these imply a significant change in socioeconomic position 
and life chances. Also, in order to assess the implications of a particular transition (say, 
from unemployment into a particular occupation), it is necessary to look at the average 
conditions of people in the same occupation rather than at the specific conditions of the 
new entrant in a job.

In this article, the analysis of labour market transitions in Europe draws on the longi-
tudinal EU-SILC database, which only allows to identify jobs as two-digit ISCO occu-
pational codes. Compared to previous applications of the jobs approach, this is not very 
detailed6 and considering the difficulties of doing longitudinal analysis of occupational 
data, using ISCO at the two-digit level seems like a fair compromise.

For classifying occupations into different job quality tiers, these are ranked by their 
average wages and aggregated into quintiles. In most cases, the job-to-job transitions 
considered significant for the analysis are those that involve not only changing occupa-
tion, but also moving into an occupation in a different wage quintile. In other words, 
occupations that are in the same quintile are considered to provide more or less equiva-
lent conditions and life chances.

We then categorise labour market transitions that take place among seven basic posi-
tions. Five of these positions correspond to occupations ranked by average wages and are 
of roughly the same size. These can be interpreted as representing ‘low-paid jobs’, ‘mid-
low-paid jobs’, ‘mid-paid jobs’, ‘mid-high-paid jobs’ and ‘high-paid jobs’. The remain-
ing two correspond to unemployment and inactivity (in other words, the two possible 
labour market statuses of the working age population not in employment). The basic 
structure of the analysis follows a 7 × 7 grid showing all the possible transitions between 
the seven positions and between two different points in time, as shown in Table 1.

In the analysis, all the working age population is classified according to their current 
and last year’s labour market position in one of the matrix’s 49 cells. The cells on the 
diagonal (shaded) in Table 1 represent stability in the labour market position (no change 
between last year and today). The top left quadrant has 20 cells representing transitions 
between occupations, while those to the left of the diagonal represent movements down 
the occupational ladder and those to the right of the diagonal represent movements up. 
The bottom left quadrant represents transitions from non-employment into jobs of differ-
ent quality that took place in the last 12 months. The top right quadrant represents transi-
tions from jobs of different quality into non-employment. Finally, the bottom right 
quadrant represents stability or shifts between unemployment and inactivity.

Data source

To carry out this transition analysis of recent developments in European labour markets, 
this study used the longitudinal module of the EU-SILC, an annual household survey 
representative of the working age population that provides separate cross-sectional and 
longitudinal data. The longitudinal EU-SILC uses a rotating panel structure. Each year, 
25% of the sample is substituted after having participated in four consecutive annual 
waves of the survey. So in any particular year, four different samples are included in the 
longitudinal sample of EU-SILC, each one accounting for 25% of the total: one that 
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participates for the first time; one that participates for the second time; one for a third 
time; and one for a fourth and final time. The variables included in the longitudinal 
EU-SILC are a sub-sample of the full range of variables available in the cross-sectional 
version.

EU-SILC data make it possible to track changes in employment and labour market 
status for the same individual over a period of four years. But because of the rotating 
panel structure, that implies using only a fraction of the sample or pooling data for many 
different years, which complicates the analysis when the objective is to evaluate the 
impact of an event such as the 2008 crisis. To estimate the differences in the labour mar-
ket transition patterns before and after the crisis, it is enough to cover the transitions 
between two consecutive years, which makes it possible to use a much larger sample of 
the longitudinal EU-SILC (three-quarters of the total, corresponding to all the sub-sam-
ples that have participated at least twice in the panel) without the need to pool many 
different years of data.7

Taking all this into account, it was decided to construct three different samples: (1) 
for the period before the 2008 financial crisis, we constructed a sample including all the 
respondents in the longitudinal EU-SILC of 2006 and 2007 who had participated in the 
survey at least twice, and including all their information for the base year and the year 
before – this includes three-quarters of the sample participating in 2006, with informa-
tion on their labour market status for 2005 and 2006, and three-quarters of the sample 
participating in 2007, with information on their labour market status for 2006 and 2007; 
(2) for the period immediately after the crisis, we selected a sample including all the 
respondents in the longitudinal EU-SILC of 2009 and 2010 who had participated at 
least twice, and including all their information for the base year and the year before; (3) 
for the period of the second crisis after a failed recovery, we relied on a sample includ-
ing all the respondents in the longitudinal EU-SILC of 2012 and 2013 who had partici-
pated at least twice, and including all their information for the base year and the year 
before.

In other words, this study used the longitudinal EU-SILC data for all the available 
years between 2005 and 2014, except 2005 (the first year of data), 2008 (the year the 
cycle changed), 2011 (the year the ISCO classification was updated, generating incon-
sistent occupational trends and also a year of cycle change) and 2014 (the year in which 
the economic cycle finally changed). With this approach, it should be possible to observe 
three relatively distinct and consistent periods of labour market flows, while maximising 
the sample size given the constraints of EU-SILC.

The wage data used to rank the jobs according to their quality were externally linked 
from the European Jobs Monitor database.8 This avoided use of the wage data from the 
longitudinal EU-SILC, which have many problems (Engel and Schaffner, 2012), and 
ensured consistency with the European Jobs Monitor approach. The jobs were assigned 
to quintiles for each of the periods based on the total employment of the current year in 
each of the pooled datasets (so, for 2006 and 2007 in the first period, and so on). 
Therefore, the allocation of occupations to quintiles was the same within each of the 
three periods, but different across them. This made it possible to construct the full mobil-
ity grid shown earlier in Table 1 for each of the three periods of analysis, with pooled 
biannual data in each case. A limitation imposed by the data is that the transitions are 
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only year-to-year, hence it is acknowledged that the analysis of longer time periods could 
potentially lead to slightly different results by country. At the same time, having one-year 
windows means that very short transitions are not captured, therefore the extent of mobil-
ity in countries with a lot of precarious employment could be underestimated to some 
extent.

The samples used for the analysis are representative of the working age population 
in the years covered for six European countries, namely France, Italy, Poland, Spain, 
Sweden and the UK. These were selected as they allow for enough variation and are 
usually associated with different institutional regimes. The UK, for instance, is the 
archetypical example of a ‘Liberal Market Economy’ (LME) according to the literature 
of varieties of capitalism (VoC) (Hall and Soskice, 2001) and of a ‘liberal welfare 
regime’ according to the literature on welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990), with 
deregulated labour market institutions and residual welfare protection (Rubery et al., 
2009). On the other end of the spectrum is Sweden, a ‘Social Democratic welfare 
regime’ according to Esping-Andersen’s typology, also usually considered a good 
example of a ‘Coordinated Market Economy’ (CME) in the VoC literature, with strong 
labour market institutions and a decommodifying welfare state. France, Italy, Poland 
and Spain are somewhat in the middle of the two archetypes, not surprisingly classified 
as ‘Mixed Market Economies’ by the VoC literature (Molina and Rhodes, 2007; 
Mykhnenko, 2007; Schmidt, 2003). These difficulties in classification, and Crouch’s 
(2005) more general point that empirically every country shows a consistent degree of 
hybridity with respect to these ideal-types, should make one aware that institutional 
clusters are helpful only insofar as they are as used as heuristic tools to identify broad 
commonalities or divergences among countries (Bosch et al., 2009). In any case, we 
will not pre-assign the countries to institutional ‘boxes’, but rather we will investigate 
empirically whether some kind of ‘clustering’ among countries emerges. The selection 
of countries follows also a pragmatic logic: taking into account the absence of Germany 
from the EU-SILC longitudinal database,9 these countries are among those with the best 
and most complete EU-SILC panel data. All the analysis was carried out separately for 
each country and then results were compared systematically in search of common or 
diverging patterns.

Impact of the crisis on occupational and employment 
transitions

In this section, we use the EU-SILC longitudinal data to analyse the individual-level 
yearly transitions between inactivity, unemployment and jobs of different quality in the 
six selected European countries before and after the Great Recession.

Our main analytical device is the detailed observation of mobility tables representing 
the percentage of the working age population that, at the start of the period, was in a 
particular category (say, unemployed) and ended the period in any one of the seven cat-
egories (that is, remained unemployed, became inactive, or found a job in any of the five 
quintiles). For each country, three tables have been generated: one representing the 
mobility patterns before the crisis (2006–2007); another immediately after the crisis 
(2009–2010); and a third one in the second period of the crisis or beginning of the 
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recovery, depending on the country (2012–2013). Time effects were accounted for by 
means of dummy indicators for the first wave of the survey within each separate time 
period (that is for 2006, 2009 and 2012).

The three mobility tables for each country are shown in Tables 2–7. Below we explore 
the different transitions in detail.

Table 2. Mobility tables – France.

2006–2007

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 87.07% 3.08% 0.91% 1.53% 0.32% 3.79% 3.31%
Q2 1.29% 87.95% 1.32% 2.40% 0.67% 3.26% 3.10%
Q3 0.81% 2.75% 88.70% 1.12% 0.21% 3.39% 3.02%
Q4 1.13% 1.57% 1.28% 89.26% 1.95% 2.21% 2.60%
Q5 0.19% 0.79% 0.29% 1.85% 91.40% 2.35% 3.12%
U 7.65% 10.39% 4.24% 5.84% 3.64% 59.05% 9.18%
I 1.59% 2.64% 0.69% 1.50% 1.10% 2.06% 90.43%

 2009–2010

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 87.43% 2.51% 0.85% 1.42% 0.16% 4.47% 3.16%
Q2 1.20% 85.57% 1.66% 2.19% 0.65% 5.80% 2.93%
Q3 1.29% 2.33% 86.04% 1.50% 0.58% 5.30% 2.97%
Q4 0.93% 2.29% 1.27% 88.06% 2.14% 3.58% 1.73%
Q5 0.22% 0.64% 0.40% 1.20% 91.59% 2.39% 3.56%
U 8.02% 11.07% 5.06% 3.91% 2.80% 59.93% 9.20%
I 1.42% 2.11% 0.60% 1.96% 1.55% 2.25% 90.12%

 2012–2013

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 87.93% 1.64% 0.98% 0.78% 0.29% 4.86% 3.51%
Q2 1.52% 84.83% 1.76% 2.69% 0.63% 6.01% 2.56%
Q3 0.81% 1.52% 86.53% 2.12% 1.43% 4.54% 3.05%
Q4 0.46% 2.03% 1.77% 87.90% 2.17% 3.17% 2.49%
Q5 0.25% 0.46% 0.82% 1.01% 92.96% 2.19% 2.32%
U 9.49% 8.33% 6.57% 4.08% 1.17% 63.02% 7.34%
I 1.92% 1.96% 1.20% 1.11% 0.70% 2.99% 90.12%

Notes: Q1 = Quintile 1, Q2 = Quintile 2, etc.; U = Unemployment ; I = Inactivity.
Source: EU-SILC (authors’ calculations). N = 21,362 for 2006–2007; N = 23,570 for 2009–2010; N = 24,084 
for 2012–2013.
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Table 3. Mobility tables – Italy.

 
 

2006–2007

Status current year (%)

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 85.51% 1.51% 0.91% 0.80% 0.61% 4.19% 6.46%
Q2 1.13% 88.87% 1.29% 0.84% 0.36% 2.91% 4.60%
Q3 0.55% 1.15% 90.65% 1.08% 0.70% 1.83% 4.03%
Q4 0.77% 0.72% 1.29% 90.17% 0.73% 1.82% 4.50%
Q5 0.38% 0.47% 0.85% 0.70% 92.35% 1.52% 3.73%
U 5.74% 5.25% 3.58% 3.35% 2.27% 55.17% 24.64%
I 1.31% 1.15% 1.05% 0.96% 1.04% 5.63% 88.86%

 
 
 

2009–2010

Status current year (%)

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 86.57% 0.94% 0.80% 0.36% 0.23% 4.92% 6.18%
Q2 0.84% 88.39% 0.63% 0.36% 0.47% 4.45% 4.86%
Q3 0.40% 0.33% 91.43% 0.81% 0.45% 2.62% 3.97%
Q4 0.40% 0.39% 1.10% 91.10% 0.46% 2.30% 4.26%
Q5 0.35% 0.26% 0.59% 0.56% 92.65% 1.65% 3.96%
U 6.27% 5.57% 3.61% 3.34% 3.26% 55.70% 22.25%
I 1.70% 1.34% 1.23% 1.08% 1.50% 6.25% 86.90%

2012–2013

Status current year (%)

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 84.88% 0.46% 0.22% 0.14% 0.20% 8.36% 5.74%
Q2 0.42% 88.22% 0.37% 0.29% 0.06% 6.30% 4.34%
Q3 0.19% 0.53% 90.77% 0.57% 0.32% 3.95% 3.67%
Q4 0.25% 0.30% 0.38% 92.63% 0.26% 3.30% 2.87%
Q5 0.22% 0.13% 0.11% 0.41% 92.34% 2.43% 4.35%
U 7.15% 4.33% 2.58% 2.58% 2.25% 60.74% 20.37%
I 2.36% 1.27% 1.11% 1.15% 1.28% 7.24% 85.59%

Notes: Q1 = Quintile 1, Q2 = Quintile 2, etc.; U = Unemployment ; I = Inactivity.
Source: EU-SILC (authors’ calculations). N = 44,984 for 2006–2007; N = 41,730 for 2009–2010; N = 35,358 
for 2012–2013.

Transitions into and out of inactivity

Transitions into and out of inactivity are represented in the mobility tables in the lowest 
row and the last column. The lowest row shows transitions from inactivity – how many 
people who were inactive in the initial year of each transition window had moved into 
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another category one year later. The last column shows transitions into inactivity – how 
many people initially in any one of the seven possible categories were in the inactive 
category one year later. The following observations can be made.

Inactivity is a very stable category of the working age population, much more stable 
than unemployment. In all countries and periods, more than 70% of those who started the 

Table 4. Mobility tables – Poland.

2006–2007

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 77.43% 2.86% 2.83% 2.83% 1.14% 7.21% 5.71%
Q2 2.03% 83.61% 3.58% 1.90% 0.33% 3.35% 5.21%
Q3 1.52% 2.81% 81.20% 5.00% 1.98% 4.47% 3.02%
Q4 2.02% 1.40% 4.92% 80.86% 4.67% 2.95% 3.17%
Q5 0.52% 0.42% 1.39% 4.22% 89.45% 0.64% 3.36%
U 9.50% 7.76% 9.01% 3.77% 0.90% 55.38% 13.67%
I 2.43% 2.72% 1.78% 1.11% 0.92% 5.45% 85.59%

 2009–2010

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 82.85% 1.71% 1.39% 2.09% 0.54% 6.18% 5.25%
Q2 1.30% 88.78% 1.93% 1.07% 0.29% 2.76% 3.87%
Q3 1.48% 1.45% 85.16% 2.71% 0.85% 5.19% 3.17%
Q4 1.27% 0.94% 2.15% 88.32% 1.68% 2.72% 2.92%
Q5 0.44% 0.19% 0.28% 1.75% 93.98% 1.03% 2.34%
U 9.73% 6.26% 9.20% 4.00% 1.26% 48.66% 20.88%
I 2.48% 2.26% 1.83% 1.14% 0.85% 3.57% 87.88%

 2012–2013

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 85.04% 1.27% 1.37% 0.83% 0.83% 6.87% 3.79%
Q2 1.39% 89.76% 1.20% 0.59% 0.25% 3.88% 2.93%
Q3 1.03% 0.80% 90.62% 0.82% 0.81% 3.51% 2.40%
Q4 0.99% 1.13% 1.16% 91.12% 1.34% 2.92% 1.34%
Q5 0.53% 0.09% 0.27% 0.68% 95.22% 1.63% 1.59%
U 10.35% 6.68% 5.09% 2.87% 1.66% 61.44% 11.91%
I 2.50% 1.35% 1.26% 0.96% 1.11% 4.43% 88.39%

Notes: Q1 = Quintile 1, Q2 = Quintile 2, etc.; U = Unemployment ; I = Inactivity.
Source: EU-SILC (authors’ calculations). N = 37,942 for 2006–2007; N = 31,904 for 2009–2010; N = 30,211 
for 2012–2013.
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period inactive remained so. This stability of the inactive population was not signifi-
cantly affected by the crisis (again, in stark contrast with unemployment, as is discussed 
later). This persistence of inactivity is significantly higher in France, Italy and Poland 
(around 90%), and particularly low in Sweden (around 70%).

Table 5. Mobility tables – Spain.

2006–2007

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 74.23% 5.45% 2.13% 4.00% 0.79% 7.01% 6.38%
Q2 5.08% 71.41% 6.19% 6.27% 1.40% 6.05% 3.60%
Q3 1.85% 6.98% 75.35% 4.82% 2.65% 5.69% 2.66%
Q4 2.77% 5.96% 3.87% 77.15% 4.55% 3.39% 2.31%
Q5 0.38% 0.80% 1.74% 5.14% 87.06% 1.99% 2.90%
U 10.42% 11.40% 7.60% 5.86% 3.63% 41.20% 19.89%
I 3.59% 2.97% 1.22% 2.06% 2.05% 6.00% 82.11%

 2009–2010

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 72.91% 3.06% 3.04% 2.30% 0.41% 14.26% 4.01%
Q2 3.28% 76.65% 3.58% 2.31% 0.79% 9.73% 3.66%
Q3 2.13% 2.43% 78.04% 2.35% 1.63% 11.71% 1.72%
Q4 2.19% 1.99% 4.78% 76.93% 4.23% 7.99% 1.89%
Q5 0.24% 0.68% 1.32% 2.33% 90.34% 3.23% 1.87%
U 9.96% 4.00% 6.97% 3.01% 2.92% 60.65% 12.48%
I 2.85% 1.60% 0.95% 1.19% 1.81% 9.67% 81.92%

 2012–2013

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 72.24% 3.23% 5.43% 1.12% 0.83% 12.14% 5.02%
Q2 2.37% 74.49% 2.68% 2.07% 0.47% 15.15% 2.79%
Q3 1.05% 3.89% 78.65% 2.73% 1.50% 10.12% 2.07%
Q4 0.82% 2.94% 4.53% 79.40% 2.44% 7.40% 2.47%
Q5 0.69% 1.66% 1.52% 2.41% 87.21% 4.69% 1.82%
U 5.39% 7.12% 4.13% 3.01% 1.42% 66.05% 12.89%
I 2.83% 2.18% 0.94% 1.22% 0.90% 13.73% 78.20%

Notes: Q1 = Quintile 1, Q2 = Quintile 2, etc.; U = Unemployment ; I = Inactivity.
Source: EU-SILC (authors’ calculations). N = 27,743 for 2006–2007; N = 30,919 for 2009–2010; N = 26,131 
for 2012–2013.
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Flows into and out of inactivity are slightly skewed towards the bottom of the occu-
pational structure, but again less so than for unemployment. It is interesting to see that 
flows into and out of inactivity are more skewed towards the lower quintiles in Sweden 
and the UK, which are otherwise the countries with the most mobility across quintiles, as 
will be seen later.

Table 6. Mobility tables – Sweden.

2006–2007

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 77.08% 3.80% 4.66% 3.53% 1.87% 3.32% 5.75%
Q2 4.13% 73.21% 11.65% 3.72% 1.97% 1.62% 3.71%
Q3 3.71% 7.50% 71.91% 7.02% 5.02% 1.21% 3.63%
Q4 3.05% 2.89% 5.57% 74.62% 9.22% 1.29% 3.36%
Q5 1.20% 1.02% 6.16% 10.35% 78.41% 0.72% 2.15%
U 17.07% 8.26% 9.89% 4.62% 6.09% 28.97% 25.09%
I 8.46% 4.42% 3.96% 4.19% 2.81% 6.34% 69.82%

 2009–2010

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 78.82% 4.20% 2.63% 4.66% 1.46% 2.62% 5.60%
Q2 4.10% 72.10% 6.65% 6.15% 2.66% 4.31% 4.03%
Q3 3.53% 7.93% 74.74% 5.39% 3.91% 2.43% 2.08%
Q4 4.05% 6.26% 3.03% 71.57% 10.37% 1.73% 2.99%
Q5 1.02% 3.79% 2.54% 11.44% 78.08% 1.22% 1.90%
U 14.37% 10.32% 3.69% 6.01% 3.53% 43.25% 18.82%
I 6.66% 4.37% 2.23% 3.17% 2.19% 8.50% 72.88%

 2012–2013

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 78.77% 6.03% 2.42% 3.28% 0.66% 3.46% 5.37%
Q2 3.68% 68.45% 11.05% 4.42% 3.89% 3.23% 5.27%
Q3 2.11% 10.54% 70.16% 3.85% 9.34% 2.18% 1.81%
Q4 1.23% 3.93% 3.06% 80.77% 7.13% 0.97% 2.91%
Q5 0.89% 4.21% 9.62% 7.55% 75.85% 0.56% 1.30%
U 17.01% 12.67% 6.23% 2.69% 1.71% 43.57% 16.13%
I 6.33% 5.29% 2.70% 4.16% 1.80% 8.57% 71.15%

Notes: Q1 = Quintile 1, Q2 = Quintile 2, etc.; U = Unemployment ; I = Inactivity.
Source: EU-SILC (authors’ calculations). N = 12,327 for 2006–2007; N = 12,241 for 2009–2010; N = 9099 
for 2012–2013.
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Table 7. Mobility tables – UK.

2006–2007

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 83.80% 2.64% 1.64% 1.25% 1.06% 1.20% 8.42%
Q2 2.21% 84.39% 1.93% 1.89% 2.69% 1.90% 4.98%
Q3 2.24% 1.98% 88.06% 1.02% 1.87% 0.93% 3.90%
Q4 1.69% 1.20% 0.64% 87.86% 3.57% 0.54% 4.48%
Q5 0.82% 1.95% 1.25% 2.74% 89.41% 0.44% 3.39%
U 14.18% 11.52% 6.57% 5.61% 3.62% 32.15% 26.35%
I 8.38% 3.07% 1.21% 3.25% 1.01% 3.06% 80.01%

 2009–2010

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 78.41% 4.16% 1.67% 3.71% 1.01% 2.31% 8.74%
Q2 4.49% 73.53% 3.85% 5.55% 3.64% 2.47% 6.46%
Q3 2.34% 5.43% 77.00% 2.76% 5.11% 3.04% 4.31%
Q4 3.91% 5.29% 2.03% 76.19% 5.91% 1.44% 5.23%
Q5 1.94% 3.89% 4.84% 7.55% 76.35% 1.44% 4.00%
U 13.86% 8.40% 4.52% 2.65% 2.11% 35.90% 32.56%
I 6.81% 2.96% 1.25% 2.96% 1.17% 5.19% 79.66%

 2012–2013

 Status current year (%)

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 U I

Status 1 
year ago

Q1 77.02% 4.35% 2.78% 2.69% 2.65% 2.27% 8.24%
Q2 5.04% 76.48% 6.54% 2.68% 2.16% 2.89% 4.21%
Q3 2.68% 6.50% 72.18% 5.15% 6.84% 1.55% 5.10%
Q4 3.70% 2.11% 5.59% 77.38% 6.93% 0.73% 3.56%
Q5 2.50% 2.20% 6.37% 6.04% 77.35% 1.41% 4.13%
U 9.56% 13.07% 5.33% 3.68% 3.04% 42.42% 22.89%
I 6.81% 3.26% 2.36% 1.71% 1.88% 5.82% 78.16%

Notes: Q1 = Quintile 1, Q2 = Quintile 2, etc.; U = Unemployment ; I = Inactivity.
Source: EU-SILC (authors’ calculations). N = 14,990 for 2006–2007; N = 12,495 for 2009–2010; N = 13,916 
for 2012–2013.

Flows into and out of inactivity were also less affected by the crisis. Tables 2–7 show 
hardly any increase in flows into inactivity (despite the large drops in employ-
ment in many cases) and only a small decline in the observed flows from inactivity into 
employment.
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These results largely confirm what can be observed in terms of recent net changes in 
labour markets: it is difficult to see an obvious link between the change in the number of 
inactive people and the different patterns of structural change in employment (Eurofound, 
2017b). Developments in inactivity are less affected by the economic cycle, and the 
probabilities of moving in and out of inactivity are not strongly determined by occupa-
tional levels.

Transitions into and out of unemployment

Transitions into and out of unemployment are shown in the column and row labelled ‘U’ 
in Tables 2–7 and tell a very different story from the data on inactivity. In this case, both 
the effect of the cycle and the differentials across quintiles are much more significant.

Firstly, the persistence of unemployment is much lower than that of inactivity, 
although there are very significant differences between countries, ranging from around 
30% in Sweden and the UK to around 60% in France and Italy. In most countries, this 
persistence increased significantly in the second and third periods as a result of the crisis. 
The increase is particularly striking in Spain, where the share of unemployed who could 
not find a job in the one-year windows observed rose from 41% to 66% (Table 5).

Flows into and out of unemployment are strongly skewed towards the bottom of the 
occupational structure everywhere. The chances of moving into a job in the bottom quin-
tiles are at least two or three times higher than the chances of finding a job at the top. The 
differential chances of losing one’s job are even more skewed, although there are signifi-
cant flows between unemployment and the other quintiles too, in all the periods. The 
countries where there is more fluidity between unemployment and low-paid jobs (in both 
directions) are Poland and Spain. In Sweden and the UK, there are significant flows 
between unemployment and low-paid jobs but fewer flows in the other direction; instead, 
in these countries there is more fluidity between jobs (see below).

The impact of the 2008 crisis on unemployment is mostly through an increase in job 
losses (flows out of employment) rather than a decrease in the number of workers being 
hired (flows into employment), although both phenomena can be observed to some 
extent. In other words, the net increase in unemployment observed after 2008 is more the 
result of more people being let go than of fewer people finding jobs, according to our 
analysis. Tables 2–7 also show that transitions from employment into unemployment 
remained skewed towards lower-paid jobs, but with a significant increase in the second 
and third quintiles in some countries (particularly France and Spain), which corresponds 
to the negative polarisation observed for net aggregate changes in employment (see 
Fernández-Macías and Hurley, 2017).

Looking at individual-level transitions, there is a significant amount of fluidity 
between unemployment and low-paid jobs in most countries and across all periods. 
But the actual implications of this fluidity for the employment chances of workers can 
vary significantly across countries because of other observable differences. Only in 
Sweden and the UK is there a significant degree of mobility between quintiles that 
suggests the possibility that an entry into a low-paid occupation can lead to a later 
move up the occupational ladder. This finding is reinforced by the fact that, in these 



18 Economic and Industrial Democracy 00(0)

countries, the flows from employment into unemployment are much lower. In Poland 
and Spain, however, the high degree of fluidity between unemployment and low-paid 
jobs works both ways, suggesting a dual labour market with very unstable employment 
trajectories at the bottom of the occupational structure. In France and Italy, the results 
suggest a similar dynamic, although to a much lesser extent. This might be partially 
explained by the different growth trends recorded by these countries. Up until the 
beginning of the crisis, Poland and Spain were among the fastest growing economies 
in Europe. Thus, it is not surprising to see higher flows of job creation (although 
skewed towards lower quintiles) in these countries, rather than in France and Italy, 
where growth was more moderate.

Transitions between quintiles

Transitions between quintiles are shown in the five first rows and columns (labelled 
Q1–Q5) of Tables 2–7. It is important to bear in mind that the focus is on transitions 
between jobs that are classified as belonging to the different quintile according to their 
average wages; in other words, some workers may change jobs within the same quintile 
and they would not be classified as significant transitions in this analysis.

Persistence in the same quintile for at least a year is generally high (much higher than 
persistence in unemployment, for instance). But, again, the differences between coun-
tries are very significant. Same-quintile persistence is highest in France and Italy, and 
lowest in Spain, Sweden and the UK.

Persistence in the same quintile tends to be slightly higher in the higher quintiles, but 
this varies a lot. There are big differences in Spain (87% in Q5 versus 74% in Q1) and 
Poland (89% in Q5 versus 77% in Q1) in 2006–2007, for instance, and very small differ-
ences in Sweden, France and the UK. In Sweden and the UK, in fact, in some periods 
there is more persistence in low-paid jobs than in high-paid ones.

Looking specifically at the patterns of mobility (that is, cells outside the diagonal), 
even bigger differences can be seen. Flows between quintiles are very low in France and 
Italy, even between adjacent ones, while they are very significant in Sweden and the UK, 
and in Spain before the crisis. The crisis did not have a significant effect on the rate of 
persistence in the same quintile, but it did decrease significantly the transitions between 
quintiles in Italy, Poland and Spain. In the UK, persistence in the same quintile declined 
and flows between quintiles grew after 2008, unlike in other countries.

Summary of main results: Different mobility regimes?

Overall, the picture provided by our analysis of employment and occupational transitions 
shows very different patterns in different countries, and also different effects of the crisis. 
Those differences can be summarised by putting the countries into three groups.

First, we have high-mobility countries, comprising Sweden and the UK. Here, mobil-
ity between quintiles is very high, and although the transition from unemployment into 
employment is more often into low-paid jobs rather than high-paid jobs, the fact that 
there are no equivalently high flows from low-paid jobs into unemployment suggests 
that low-paid jobs can offer chances of later advancement in these two countries.
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While one could expect mobility to be higher in a country with low employment pro-
tection legislation and decentralised collective bargaining such as UK, these results show 
this is not the case. One possible explanation lies in the long-standing provision, in 
Sweden, of Active Labour Market Policies (ALMP), which dates back to the 1950s and 
has the support of unions and employers (Anxo and Niklasson, 2009). In particular, train-
ing plays a significant role within Swedish ALMP, favouring occupational mobility and 
upskilling (Anxo and Niklasson, 2009). Moreover, the effect of the crisis in these two 
countries was considerably different than in the other countries, as a result of a faster 
recovery, partly because of monetary and exchange rate flexibility (both countries are 
outside the Eurozone). Unsurprisingly, throughout the crisis, these countries maintained 
a more dynamic labour market. For the UK, flows between quintiles even increased after 
2008, in contrast with the rest of Europe, although the country showed also a degree of 
downward mobility from higher to lower quintiles, in line with previous research find-
ings of structural downgrading with job polarisation in the UK over this period 
(Eurofound, 2017a).

Second, we have countries where the mobility patterns suggest a dual labour market: 
Spain and Poland. In both, job opportunities for the unemployed are particularly skewed 
towards low-paid jobs, and workers in low-paid jobs are at particularly high risk of 
unemployment. Together, these two patterns suggest a rather unstable lower segment of 
employment, where frequent transitions in and out of work can be associated with pre-
cariousness and limited opportunities for development. In Spain, before the crisis, the 
flows between quintiles were significant (though lower than in Sweden and the UK), 
possibly reflecting pre-crisis buoyant economic expansion, and may have alleviated this 
dualism to some extent. But the crisis hit particularly hard in Spain, and its effect on 
unemployment risks expanded into the middle quintiles10 (with only the top quintile 
remaining more or less protected).

Finally, there are countries with comparatively low occupational mobility – France 
and Italy – where transitions between quintiles are very low over the whole period, as are 
transitions in and out of employment. The effect of the crisis on the transition patterns in 
these countries is relatively mild as well, although it did increase the chances of losing a 
job and made between-quintile flows even less frequent. Since our analysis only consid-
ers job-to-job mobility if it implies a change in occupational quintile, it cannot be ruled 
out that there is significant mobility in these countries too but without crossing quintile 
boundaries (although this affects the other countries too, and there is no reason to expect 
more intra-quintile mobility in France and Italy).11

Some of the pairs of countries identified by our analysis may seem peculiar, but they 
are actually supported by previous research (for instance, Bukodi and Róbert, 2007). 
Sweden and the UK have similar employment and occupational flows, despite their very 
different socioeconomic models, which are often described as being at opposite extremes 
of European classifications. This suggests that a high level of mobility can be the result 
of (or at least, can coexist with) very different socioeconomic models, and its implica-
tions can be very different too. The fact that Poland and Spain are paired together is less 
surprising, since both countries have the largest shares of temporary employment in 
Europe, although for different reasons (see Lewandowski, 2014). The dualisation by type 
of contract surely must be related to the observed outcomes in terms of employment and 
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occupational mobility. Italy and France also showed some tendency towards dualisation 
before the crisis, but employment flows were significantly minor in a context of moder-
ate or even stagnant economic growth already before the beginning of the Great 
Recession. The crisis further moderated occupational mobility in the latter countries.

An important point to bear in mind when interpreting these results is that the wage 
differentials across quintiles can be quite significant in the countries analysed. In terms 
of the Gini index, the most unequal wage distribution is that of the UK and Poland, fol-
lowed by Italy and Spain, then France, and finally the lowest level of wage inequality by 
far of Sweden (for more details see Eurofound, 2017a: 53). Sweden is not only the polar 
opposite of the UK in terms of wage inequality, but also in terms of occupational differ-
entials: indeed, the wages of the middle quintile are only 1.22 times those of the bottom 
quintile, and the wages of the top quintile only 1.6 times those of the middle. These fig-
ures are instead much higher in the UK, where the relative difference between the middle 
and the bottom quintiles is 1.7 and that between the top and the bottom quintiles is 2.16 
(Eurofound, 2017a). These findings suggest that the same job-to-job transition can have 
different implications depending on the between-quintile differentials.

Overall, the analysis of the mobility tables presented in this section shows very differ-
ent patterns of transitions between employment and occupational categories in the 
selected countries. In particular, the results point to heterogeneous effects of the 2008 
economic crisis on the chances of moving out of employment or to other job quintiles. 
These transitions tables are essentially identical to simple contingency tables, except for 
the fact that they account for the effects of the year of observation. Yet, they do not reflect 
the influence that economic, social and demographic characteristics can have on differ-
ent labour market outcomes. This will be tackled in the next section.

An econometric approach to labour market outcomes

As previously discussed, a review of the existing literature suggests that there is signifi-
cant variation in labour market transitions and mobility within employment across differ-
ent segments of society. For this reason, this section presents and discusses the results of 
multivariable models where the effects of a set of individual and job-related characteris-
tics on mobility patterns are analysed. More specifically, the probabilities of transitions 
between the different labour market states and across different employment quintiles are 
calculated using separate multinomial logistic regressions, with mobility as a dependent 
variable. To control for observable heterogeneity, a set of explanatory variables (both 
individual and job-related characteristics) that affect labour market transitions is used.

The analysis examines the following key patterns: (1) mobility from employment in 
different wage quintiles (lower, middle or upper) into non-employment; (2) downward 
mobility within employment (from upper to middle or lower quintiles and from middle 
to lower quintiles); (3) upward mobility within employment (from middle to upper quin-
tiles and from lower to middle or upper quintiles); (4) mobility from non-employment 
into employment (to lower quintiles or to middle or upper quintiles). Due to sample size 
limitations, shifts from (and into) inactivity or unemployment are not analysed sepa-
rately, only movements from (and into) non-employment. Similarly, the five positions in 
employment corresponding to the wage quintiles are aggregated to three categories: (a) 
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lower, corresponding to Quintiles 1 and 2; (b) middle, corresponding to Quintiles 3 and 
4; (c) upper, which is Quintile 5 only.

The models are run separately for each country (France, Italy, Poland, Spain, Sweden 
and the UK) and for three different periods (2006–2007, 2009–2010 and 2012–2013). 
This makes it possible to study the change in the effect of the variables of interest over 
time, particularly before and after the economic crisis, without assuming that this is the 
same across all countries.12 Persistence in the same initial status (that is, absence of 
mobility) is used as a reference category so that the coefficients of the multinomial logis-
tic regression, which are here expressed as marginal effects, can be interpreted as a rela-
tive risk of a particular transition.

The independent variables included in all the models are: gender; age in three differ-
ent categories (young, under 30; middle-aged, 30–49; and older, 50–64); education; 
health status (and change in health status); presence of children aged up to 5 in the house-
hold (and any change in the number of children in this age range); and time dummies. 
Moreover, for the analysis of the transitions within employment and from employment 
to non-employment, the following initial employment conditions are controlled for: 
being in a part-time job; having a temporary contract; and being self-employed. The use 
of EU-SILC longitudinal data makes it possible to control for initial circumstances and 
their change over time without making use of retrospective variables and hence not 
incurring imprecision bias (due to the distance of the event recollected) or information 
bias (due to the tendency to reconstruct the past according to present psychological state 
and needs).

The role of individual and job characteristics

This section focuses on the characteristics that are considered particularly relevant in 
light of the previous literature on transitions within employment and labour market states 
during the Great Recession. In particular, the emphasis is on the role of the main sociode-
mographic characteristics (gender, education and age) and job characteristics (having a 
part-time or temporary contract). In what follows, we summarise the main findings. The 
full set of results is available in the online appendix.

In most of the countries studied, women face a higher risk of losing employment and 
lower chances of finding a job, especially in mid-paid and high-paid jobs. Sweden is a 
notable exception, where women have higher chances of entering employment (although 
more often through low-paid jobs) and, at the same time, lower or similar risks as men of 
losing a job. While being a woman does not seem to have a significant effect on job 
mobility in France and Italy (countries previously identified by this study as having a low 
degree of occupational mobility overall), in the other countries studied, the effect is 
clearly negative for upward mobility. However, in fluid labour markets such as those of 
Sweden and the UK, women have also been more likely than men to move downwards 
(from top- and mid-paid to lower-paid jobs) since the onset of the crisis (see also López-
Andreu and Rubery, 2018).

Workers with tertiary education have a higher chance of getting good jobs and a lower 
risk of moving downward to a mid- or lower-paid job (particularly in Sweden), as would 
be expected. Similarly, highly educated people not in employment are more likely to get 
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a good job rather than a low-paid job. But, surprisingly, while higher education offers 
protection against non-employment risk in all countries, this effect is not particularly 
strong and did not intensify during the crisis, as might have been expected.

Young people under the age of 30 are the most mobile within employment across all 
the countries studied, although in many cases this reflects higher chances of shifting to 
lower-paid jobs (for instance, in Sweden and the UK) compared with middle-aged work-
ers. Moreover, young workers not in employment are, in general, less likely to get a job 
than those aged 30–50, with the notable exception of the UK, where many have easier 
access to low-paid occupations. Not surprisingly, the overall picture is much neater when 
looking at the labour market transitions of older workers aged 50–64 who experience 
much more systematically higher risks of losing their job and moving into non-employ-
ment (particularly in France and Poland, and in the pre-crisis period) than middle-aged 
workers (this also reflects the fact that unemployment and inactivity are merged in a 
single category of non-employment, because older workers are more likely to move into 
inactivity for obvious reasons). Older people also have less chance of moving into 
employment from non-employment.

Both part-time and temporary employment are associated with a higher risk of mov-
ing out of employment, particularly for workers in lower- and mid-paid occupations. 
However, these penalties vary quite significantly across countries. While Spain reports 
some of the highest risk values for both types of non-standard employment, in the UK the 
effect is robust over time and consistent for part-time work only and not for temporary 
employment. The effect of the crisis is particularly pronounced and clear in Spain, where 
the risk of losing employment for temporary workers consistently increased over time, 
which is in line with previous findings on its dual labour market. Finally, neither part-
time nor temporary work seems to play a very relevant role in explaining mobility 
between occupation levels, with the exceptions of Sweden and the UK. In these coun-
tries, there is clearly, for instance, an increasing part-time penalty for upward mobility, 
although in this case further research on the nature of part-time work (voluntary or invol-
untary) is needed to better interpret the results.

Conclusions and discussion

This article has analysed the individual-level employment and occupational flows that 
are behind the broad patterns of structural change in European labour markets over the 
last couple of decades. The starting point of this analysis was that individual employment 
opportunities cannot be inferred directly from the observation of broad changes in labour 
market stocks, even if the latter obviously constrain the former. Different levels of fluid-
ity in labour market transitions between employment status and occupational levels 
could be associated with similarly broad patterns of structural change, leading to differ-
ent implications for employment opportunities and ultimately for life chances.

Indeed, very different patterns and levels of labour market flows were observed in the 
six European countries studied. Sweden and the UK, which otherwise have very differ-
ent socioeconomic systems (for instance, with the lowest and highest levels of wage 
inequality in EU15, respectively), showed similarly high levels of mobility between 
employment status and occupational categories, and this remained the case during the 
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crisis, despite both countries experiencing growing unemployment and job polarisation, 
as did the other countries (Fernández-Macías and Hurley, 2017). This means that the 
impact of the 2008 crisis on individual-level employment chances was less significant in 
these two countries. However, specific segments of the workforce, such as women and 
young people, were more likely to experience occupational downgrading during the 
recession.

Different countries’ economic trajectories also matter in shaping occupational flows. 
As López-Andreu and Rubery (2018) note, employment transitions during the recession 
were influenced by the specific pattern of recession experienced by the different coun-
tries after 2008. The general impact of the crisis on employment in Poland, Sweden and 
the UK was less dramatic than in other cases, partly because of monetary and exchange 
rate flexibility, although these countries did experience growing unemployment and neg-
ative job polarisation. It is also important to bear in mind that fundamental differences in 
the socioeconomic systems mean that similar levels of employment and occupational 
mobility can have very different implications. For instance, the distance in wage levels 
between quintiles in the UK are much larger than in Sweden (Vacas-Soriano et al., 2019), 
which means that the same movement down the occupational ladder entails a much more 
consequential income reduction in the UK – and, in fact, more occupational downgrad-
ing was found in the UK than in Sweden. Moreover, while the increase in flows regis-
tered in the UK during the Great Recession signals that employment opportunities were 
maintained, pay and employment protections in both private and public sector were 
downgraded as result of austerity policies (López-Andreu and Rubery, 2018).

Spain offers the sharpest contrast with the results of Sweden and the UK, in terms of 
employment opportunities and life chances. The patterns of employment and occupa-
tional mobility in Spain suggest a dual labour market, like Poland, with very significant 
flows into and out of employment affecting the lower occupational levels mostly and 
limited opportunities for upward occupational mobility. However, the impact of the 
financial crisis in Poland was very mild compared with the impact in Spain, and the dif-
ferences in employment opportunities and life chances are notable. In Spain, the vast 
majority of mid-paid jobs destroyed in the crisis went directly to feed long-term unem-
ployment, with very limited opportunities for job reallocation for those affected. The few 
opportunities for occupational mobility that existed before the crisis disappeared, and 
only the flows between unemployment and low-paid jobs resisted this trend to some 
extent.

France and Italy showed the lowest levels of mobility between employment status and 
occupational levels, with the crisis reducing mobility even further. The overall expansion 
of unemployment and net destruction of mid-paid jobs was smaller in the period 2007–
2010 than that seen in Sweden and the UK, but the lack of significant job-to-job flows 
suggests a more concentrated impact of the crisis on some workers and a slower process 
of labour market restructuring (since the reallocation of workers across the occupational 
ladder involves longer periods of unemployment).

As we have repeatedly argued in this article, a better understanding of the flows that 
are continuously taking place into and out of employment and from job to job is neces-
sary to assess the impact that the 2008 crisis had on employment opportunities across 
Europe. Sadly, this might be now even more relevant as the recessionary 
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effects following the Covid-19 pandemic start to unfold. We hope that this article has 
contributed to shed some light on this issue, illustrating the extent to which employment 
and occupational mobility patterns differ across European countries, resulting in very 
different outcomes in terms of employment opportunities and life chances. At the same 
time, it has also shown how different institutional frameworks can be associated with 
similar levels of mobility, suggesting that the socioeconomic outcomes of similar mobil-
ity levels can also be quite diverse. For instance, given the more unequal wage distribu-
tion characterising the UK and its residual welfare system, moving downwards in the 
occupational structure or outside employment can on average have more relevant con-
sequences than in Sweden. Therefore, not only do mobility patterns have to be linked to 
job quality structures as we have done in this article, but they should also be put in the 
broader context of socioeconomic systems and institutional frameworks to be fully 
understood.
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Notes

 1. However in the early 1990s a U-shaped pattern in the probability of switching occupation was 
detected, with workers with medium ability having a much lower likelihood to move out of 
routine occupations than those at the top and bottom of the ability distribution.

 2. According to the stepping stone hypothesis, temporarily having an inadequate job early in 
a career plays a significant role in the chance of moving to a higher-ranked position later 
on. Even being over-qualified might enhance future promotion opportunities and career 
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progression. Moreover, accepting lower-quality jobs makes it possible for workers to avoid 
unemployment and its scarring effects. See Scherer (2004).

 3. Barone et al. (2011) confirmed that career mobility in Italy is generally low and that little 
change has occurred over time. Because of structural features and protections traditionally 
accorded to certain occupations and institutional constraint (such as formal requirements and 
bureaucratic procedures), opportunities for career advancement are rather limited in Italy. 
Downward mobility is also negligible.

 4. The main exception is the study by Theodossiou and Zangelidis (2009), which did not find 
significant differences in job-to-job and job-to-non-employment mobility behaviour across 
six European countries (Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Spain and the UK).

 5. One limitation of this occupational approach is of course that a single occupation can mask 
many different individual outcomes and wage changes within occupations in the data cannot 
be identified.

 6. Furthermore, not being able to differentiate the jobs by sector also misses some key differ-
entials in job quality across subsectors within manufacturing and some services. However, 
previous research with this approach has shown that occupation is a much more important dif-
ferentiating factor for job quality than sector (Fernández-Macías and Arranz-Muñoz, 2019).

 7. As Bachmann et al. (2015) noted, employing annual data can cause an underestimation of 
the true labour market mobility as this approach does not cover transitions that occur within 
the period defined by the two consecutive annual measures. However, they reported that this 
time-aggregation bias is relatively small, at least with respect to cyclicality.

 8. For more information see methodological notes in Eurofound (2017a) and publicly available 
online data: www.eurofound.europa.eu/data/european-jobs-monitor

 9. For more information see: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/203647/203704/
EU-SILC+implementation+by+country.pdf

10. This is most likely related to the collapse of the construction industry, where not only low-
paid but also middle-paid occupations were situated.

11. One possibility would be that in France and Italy there is high employment mobility but low 
career mobility (as suggested in the case of Italy by Bazzoli et al., 2018).

12. As a further robusteness check to the cross-country analysis performed in the previous sec-
tion, we ran a regression with pooled data for all the countries for each wave, adding country 
dummies (with France as base category), together with the set of covariates to control for 
demographic and employment characteristic described above. The results, which are avail-
able on request, confirmed the main findings in terms of mobility patterns emerged from the 
contingency tables (Tables 2–7).
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