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Abstract 

The high rates of premature contract termination (PCT) in vocational education 
and training (VET) programs have led to an increasing number of studies examin-
ing the reasons why adolescents drop out. Since adolescents’ trajectories after a PCT 
are quite diverse, a thorough assessment of different dropout directions is called for. 
However, empirical studies that distinguish between dropout directions are still scarce. 
The same is true for studies that differentiate between PCTs initiated by the trainees 
themselves and those initiated by the training company. Based on data from the Ger-
man National Educational Panel Study (NEPS) on trainees in German dual VET pro-
grams (n = 5823), this study identifies six different dropout directions: (1) downward 
PCT into unqualified employment or unemployment, (2) downward PCT into a prevo-
cational program, (3) horizontal PCT that represents a change of training company 
or (4) a change of occupation, and (5) upward PCT into general education or (6) higher 
education. Using multinomial logistic regression models we examine the effect of (a) 
the initiating party and (b) self-reported PCT reasons of trainees on dropout direc-
tions. Regarding trainees’ reasons we include reasons related to different aspects 
of the training (personal reasons, not the desired training occupation, financial reasons, 
training quality, conflicts, excessive demand, and being offered a different training 
position). The results indicate that in cases where trainees are dismissed by the train-
ing company, a horizontal change to a different training company becomes more 
likely, while the probability of an upward dropout into higher education decreases. 
Regarding PCT decisions made by trainees themselves, a downward PCT into unquali-
fied employment or unemployment is more likely if personal reasons were the cause 
of a PCT decision. Moreover, the probability of a change of training company (horizon-
tal PCT) increases in cases of conflict and if there is a prospect of a different training 
position, and decreases if the training position is not the desired occupation. A change 
of occupation (horizontal PCT) is more likely when there is the opportunity for a dif-
ferent training position available. Furthermore, upward PCTs (both into further general 
education and higher education) are more likely in cases where the training was in a 
field that was not the desired occupation. The probability of upward PCT into higher 
education decreases when there are conflicts and excessive demands, while upward 
PCTs into general education are significantly less likely when a different training posi-
tion is obtained. The differential effects that occur for different types of PCTs emphasize 
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that adolescents dropping out of VET cannot be treated as a homogenous group. 
Consequently, the results underscore the importance of conducting a more thorough 
assessment of both dropout directions and the initiating party of a PCT in future 
research.

Introduction
Vocational education and training (VET) systems are regularly faced with high rates of 
premature contract termination (PCT). While PCTs are certainly problematic for those 
trainees who drop out of the educational system entirely without a formal qualification 
(Michaelis and Findeisen 2024 even identify long-term effects on individuals’ subjective 
well-being), they can also be a means of adjusting wrong career choices. Current studies 
reveal that a PCT is often a stopout rather than a dropout of the educational system 
(Holtmann and Solga 2023; Michaelis and Richter 2022; Wydra-Somaggio 2021). The 
majority of adolescents re-enter the educational system after experiencing a PCT; in 
the case of Germany, Michaelis and Richter (2022) refer to 63%, and Wydra-Somaggio 
(2021) to 71%. Similar numbers are reported for Switzerland—Schmid and Stalder 
(2012) refer to 72%. Therefore, most PCTs rather result in non-linear pathways into 
the labor market that are not uncommon in the life courses of adolescents (Buchmann 
1989; Mayer 2001; Michaelis et al. 2022). Some PCTs can even have positive long-term 
effects on individuals’ well-being (Michaelis and Findeisen 2024). This calls for a distinct 
assessment of different types of PCTs from a life course perspective, which considers 
trajectories after a PCT to derive both political and research implications.

Several scholars have suggested categorizations of different PCT types that consider 
subsequent trajectories. For example, Schmid and Stalder (2012) identify four dropout 
types, differentiating between actual dropouts (no re-entry) and three types of dropouts 
with re-entry: (1) inter-organizational change, (2) downgrading or upgrading (changing 
to an apprenticeship with lower or higher requirements within the same occupational 
field), and (3) occupational change. In a similar approach, Krötz and Deutscher (2022) 
identify four dropout directions: downwards (no qualification), upwards (higher 
education), and horizontal, which can either mean a change of companies or a change 
of occupations. There are only a limited number of empirical studies that differentiate 
between different dropout directions (Bessey and Backes-Gellner 2015; Findeisen et al. 
2024a, b; Holtmann and Solga 2023; Michaelis and Richter 2022; Wydra-Somaggio 2021) 
or dropout intentions (Krötz and Deutscher 2022). Consequently, most studies treat 
trainees who prematurely terminate their training contract as a homogenous group. 
However, this approach does not allow a detailed enough picture of the decision-making 
processes and reasons for a PCT, which can be expected to differ between different 
dropout directions (Holtmann and Solga 2023; Krötz and Deutscher 2022).

In this regard, the first shortcoming is that studies generally fail to take the initiating 
party of a PCT decision into account. While in 77% of the cases, training contracts are 
terminated by the trainees themselves or by mutual agreement between the trainee and 
the training company, 23% of PCTs occur based on the decision of the training company 
(BIBB 2020). Empirical studies that specifically differentiate between initiating parties 
in dropout decision in VET are still scarce (with the exception of Beckmann 2023). 
Moreover, to the best of our knowledge there is a complete lack of empirical evidence 
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on the relationship between the initiating party and different dropout directions. The 
second shortcoming is that we do not know enough about the relationship between the 
reasons of the parties involved in the PCT decision (trainees and training companies), 
especially in relation to different dropout directions. Evidence from the literature 
indicates that PCTs can be related to a wide range of reasons, such as individual factors 
and training-related issues. PCTs typically occur due to a combination of factors, rather 
than a single cause (e.g., Böhn and Deutscher 2022; Schmid 2010). However, there are 
only a limited number of findings on the relationship between different reasons and 
the developments after a PCT (for exceptions see Holtmann and Solga 2023, as well as 
Michaelis and Richter 2022 for different dropout directions, and Krötz and Deutscher 
2022 for different directions of dropout intentions). A better understanding of the 
reasons for termination decisions by both trainees and training companies is necessary 
to provide better support for both parties during termination processes. Evidence 
suggests that trainees and training companies have differing perspectives on the reasons 
for PCT (Stalder and Schmid 2006; for differences in perception of training quality see 
Filliettaz 2010, Krötz and Deutscher 2021, and Negrini et  al. 2016). Since this study 
relies on data from the German National Educational Panel Study (NEPS; Blossfeld et al. 
2011), we are only able to draw on dropout reasons reported by trainees, as data on 
training companies’ perspectives is not available. As mentioned earlier, the majority of 
PCTs in VET are initiated by trainees themselves. Therefore, it is likely that trainees play 
a significant role in the decision to terminate the training contract. Since it is unclear 
whether post-termination developments reflect informed decisions by the trainee, it is 
important to analyze both the immediate reasons for PCT and the subsequent directions 
taken by the trainee in one comprehensive analysis.

It is against this background that we examine the differences between different 
dropout directions in VET. We are specifically interested in the relationship between 
the dropout direction and (a) the party initiating a PCT and (b) trainees’ reasons for 
a PCT. Therefore, this paper addresses the current trend towards a specific assessment 
of dropout directions using data on actual PCTs. It builds upon previous research 
by offering new evidence on the role of the party initiating a PCT and by connecting 
trainees’ self-reported reasons for PCTs to various dropout directions.

Theoretical foundation and state of research
Initiating party of PCTs

In the German dual VET system, PCTs can occur based on the decision of the 
trainee, the training company (restricted by statutory protection against termination 
regulations) or by agreement of both parties. Previous research indicates that trainees 
and training companies may have differing perceptions of training quality (e.g., Filliettaz 
2010; Krötz and Deutscher 2021; Negrini et  al. 2016) and reasons for PCTs (Stalder 
and Schmid 2006). However, studies on PCTs often fail to differentiate between the 
parties initiating the PCT (with the exception of Beckmann 2023). This leads to a 
homogeneous treatment of PCTs that may have different implications, including various 
outcomes for adolescents. A survey of adolescents who experienced a PCT (Schöngen 
2003) revealed that a higher percentage of individuals enter another (vocational) 
education program after a PCT if they initiated the termination themselves (67%) 
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compared to being dismissed by the training company (55%). Accordingly, the rate of 
unemployment is lower after a voluntary termination (22%) than after a termination 
by the company (36%). This may also be linked to the impact of PCTs on individuals’ 
well-being. Generally, PCT can result in feelings of failure for the individual and carry 
a risk of negative psychological effects such as low self-esteem and depression (Schmid 
2010). Being dismissed by the training company may even have a stronger impact on 
individuals’ attitudes and well-being, as seen in studies on the far-reaching impacts of 
job loss (e.g., Brand 2015), which could further influence their subsequent trajectories. 
Moreover, a survey conducted by Stalder and Schmid (2006) revealed that trainers often 
state performance issues and lack of effort as the main reasons for PCTs (company: poor 
performance—48%, lack of effort—44%; vocational school: poor performance—57%, 
lack of effort—50%). If we consider that dismissals by the training company are more 
likely to occur due to inadequate performance during VET, company-initiated PCTs 
may limit the options available for trainees’ subsequent trajectories. This is supported 
by Beckmann’s (2023) findings, which suggest that dismissals by training companies 
decrease with higher levels of education and higher grade point averages (GPAs).

Overall, including the initiating party in PCT analysis is necessary to paint a more 
accurate picture of dropout decisions, especially since empirical evidence on the 
relationship between the initiating party and dropout directions is still lacking. It is 
particularly important to differentiate between dropout directions, since it is plausible 
to assume that the trainees’ involvement in the PCT decision varies depending on 
the type of PCT (e.g., Findeisen et  al. 2024a, b). For example, it can be expected that 
trainees play a larger role in deciding on upward and horizontal PCTs compared to 
downward dropouts. When PCTs are based on trainees’ own decisions, individuals must 
consider the consequences of different trajectories after the PCT when contemplating 
terminating their training contract. Consequently, a closer examination of trainees’ 
reasons for different dropout directions is warranted.

Trainees’ reasons for PCTs

Trainees’ self‑reported reasons for PCTs (without distinguishing between dropout directions)

Drawing from common theoretical approaches utilized in dropout research, it is 
reasonable to expect that the choice to drop out is a process and that dropout decisions 
are made over a longer period of time (Dawis and Lofquist 1984; Tinto 1975). Qualitative 
empirical evidence from the field of VET supports this notion, demonstrating that 
trainees contemplate dropout decisions over time, overcoming various challenges 
along the way (Jonker 2006; Lamamra and Masdonati 2008). Moreover, quantitative 
evidence suggests a moderate correlation between dropout intentions and actual 
dropout (Findeisen et  al. 2024a, b), reinforcing the notion that PCTs are the result of 
a deliberative decision-making process. Therefore, this study focuses on trainees’ self-
reported reasons for PCT decisions to gain insight into their decision-making processes.

Previous research has demonstrated that trainees’ decisions to prematurely terminate 
their training contracts are influenced by various factors, including personal reasons, 
company-related issues, training quality, and lack of fit (Böhn and Deutscher 2022; 
Schmid 2010). Personal reasons cited by trainees have been shown to be related to 
health problems, accidents, or changes in family circumstances (Schöngen 2003; Stalder 
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and Schmid 2006). According to a study by BIBB (2020) on trainees in the German dual 
VET system, 18% of those who left their training early cited personal reasons such as 
health problems. Another important factor is a lack of fit between the individual and the 
training occupation, or the trainee’s realization that the career choice was not the right 
one (Lamamra and Masdonati 2008; Piening et  al. 2010; Schöngen 2003). In a survey 
of Swiss trainees (N = 1289) dropouts reported insufficient prior knowledge about the 
training company (28%) or the occupation (14%), or loss of interest in the occupation 
(26%; Stalder and Schmid 2006). As access to VET is limited, trainees may be willing 
to accept a training contract for an occupation that was not their desired choice, 
resulting in a poor fit, based on their fear of ending up without any vocational education 
(Stalder 2012). According to the ranking of PCT reasons provided by BIBB (2020), 
the most frequently mentioned reason (60%) was that the training occupation did not 
match the desired occupation. An additional 23% of adolescents cited financial reasons 
(dissatisfaction with current or future salary) as reasons for their PCT.

Moreover, aspects related to the training process and training quality contribute 
to PCT decisions. Reasons for trainee dropouts include poor working climate and 
training conditions (Lamamra and Masdonati 2008), unpleasant work tasks, and lack 
of participation (Stalder and Schmid 2006), as well as conflicts and communication 
problems (BIBB 2020; Piening et al. 2010; Schöngen 2003; Stalder and Schmid 2006). In 
the study on dropouts in German VET programs mentioned above (BIBB 2020), 39% of 
trainees cited insufficient instruction on training content and 14% excessive demands of 
the training program as reasons for their PCT. Similar results were found in an earlier 
study by Schöngen (2003). Finally, the results reported by BIBB (2020) show that 21% 
of trainees cited the prospect of a new training position as the reason for their PCT 
decision.

Existing results further indicate that reported reasons differ among adolescents based 
on their school-leaving qualifications. For example, the proportion of adolescents who 
cited a lack of fit with the training occupation as a reason for their PCT was highest 
among those with a university entrance qualification and decreased as the level of 
their school-leaving qualifications lowered. Furthermore, conflicts, personal reasons, 
and difficulties with training content were most often reported in the group with low 
school-leaving qualifications (BIBB 2020). A connection between lower school-leaving 
qualifications and excessive demands was also identified in the results of Schöngen 
(2003). The perception of trainees that their training program poses excessive demands 
may also stem from a poor fit between the trainee and the occupation (Stalder 2012). 
Once again, this highlights the interconnectedness of the various PCT reasons described 
above.

Evidence on the relationship between trainees’ dropout reasons and dropout directions

The studies on trainees’ reasons for PCTs reported in Sect. "Initiating party of PCTs" con-
ceptualize PCT as one category. However, this conceptualization is limited because differ-
ent dropout directions vary significantly in terms of both reasons and consequences for 
individuals (e.g., Krötz and Deutscher 2022). While changing one’s training occupation 
can be a valid way to correct mistaken career choices and potentially have positive out-
comes for individuals (e.g., satisfaction, career success), a PCT resulting in unemployment 
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or unqualified employment significantly limits individuals’ career prospects. In addition, 
changing training companies may allow trainees to seamlessly continue their training 
program, whereas changing occupations may result in a longer waiting period since VET 
programs typically begin in the summer or fall. To date, only a few studies have exam-
ined trainees’ reasons for different dropout directions (Bessey and Backes-Gellner 2015; 
Schmid 2010). Bessey and Backes-Gellner (2015) examined the impact of different PCT 
reasons on dropout directions (dropout, upgrade, changing within VET). They found 
that financial distress as a reason for termination was significantly positively associated 
with dropout, but not with upgrades (compared to adolescents who made changes within 
VET). Moreover, neither dropouts nor upgrades were linked to any of the other reasons 
examined (bad prospects, bad income prospects, bad career prospects, and exam nerves). 
The findings of Schmid (2010) indicate that a direct re-entry into VET after a PCT is 
more likely than a delayed re-entry or no re-entry) if the PCT was due to reasons of occu-
pational choice, bankruptcy/re-structuring of the training company, or personal reasons/
illness/accidents of trainees. However, training conditions and lack of challenge did not 
significantly impact re-entry, nor did trainees’ performance and behavior at either school 
or the training company. The latter did, however, significantly affect delayed re-entry into 
VET (compared to not re-entering VET at all).

Valuable insights regarding our research question can also be gained from other stud-
ies, even though they did not focus specifically on trainees’ dropout reasons (Holtmann 
and Solga 2023; Krötz and Deutscher 2022; Michaelis and Richter 2022). Concerning 
training quality, overload appears to affect horizontal types of dropout intention (occu-
pation change, company change) as well as upward dropout intention; other aspects of 
training quality (e.g., feedback, mentoring, non-training tasks) are related to horizontal 
company changes only (Krötz and Deutscher 2022). Similarly, a general dissatisfaction 
with the training program leads to a higher probability of horizontal PCTs (company 
changes or occupational changes; Holtmann and Solga 2023). Moreover, high train-
ing requirements and low performance prior to VET affect downward dropout inten-
tions (Krötz and Deutscher 2022). Finally, not being trained in the desired occupation 
increases the likelihood of downward PCTs (Holtmann and Solga 2023; Michaelis and 
Richter 2022) or occupational changes (Holtmann and Solga 2023; Krötz and Deutscher 
2022).

While these studies indicate, that different reasons are related to different dropout 
directions, there is still a need for further examination of the relationship.

The present study
The present study examines the relationship between the initiating party and the reasons 
for a PCT and different dropout directions. It focuses on trainees in German dual VET 
programs, where 26.7% of trainees terminate their training contract prematurely (BIBB 
2023). This paper addresses two research questions, which are set out below.

(1) How are different dropout directions related to the initiating party of a PCT 
(decision of the trainee vs. termination by the company)?

There are very few studies that differentiate between voluntary trainee terminations 
and dismissals by the training company. However, insights into this question 
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are crucial for better supporting both trainees and training companies in cases 
of imminent PCTs. Existing evidence suggests that terminations by the training 
company occur due to performance difficulties or lack of effort (Beckmann 2023; 
Stalder and Schmid 2006). In addition, it appears that trainees are more likely to 
re-enter VET after a PCT in cases of voluntary terminations (Schöngen 2003). Based 
on this, we formulate two hypotheses. We hypothesize that adolescents are more 
likely to experience horizontal PCTs (changing companies or changing occupations) 
or upward PCTs if the termination was initiated by themselves, as opposed to a 
termination initiated by the company (H1). Moreover, we expect that dismissals by 
companies are related to a higher probability of downward PCTs (H2).

(H1) If the training company initiated a PCT, horizontal or upward PCTs are less 
likely
(H2) If the training company initiated a PCT, downward PCTs are more likely

For those PCTs that are initiated by the trainees themselves, we are interested in 
the relationship between self-reported reasons and dropout directions. Our second 
research question is the following.

(2) How are different dropout directions related to self-reported reasons for a 
PCT?

First, we hypothesize that personal reasons are related to a higher probability of a 
downward PCT (H3). Since Schmid (2010) found that personal reasons, illness, or 
accidents increase the probability of direct re-entry into VET, we hypothesize that 
horizontal PCTs are more likely in cases where trainees cite personal reasons for a 
PCT.

(H3) Personal reasons for a PCT are related to a higher probability of horizontal 
PCTs

Moreover, it seems highly plausible that in cases where PCTs occur due to a lack 
of fit between the individual trainee and the training occupation (i.e., occupational 
mismatch; e.g., Horváth 2014), PCTs are used as a means to adjust career choices (e.g., 
Michaelis and Richter 2022). Therefore, we expect trainees to subsequently choose 
either a VET program in a different occupation (Holtmann and Solga 2023; Krötz and 
Deutscher 2022; Schmid 2010) or a general or higher education program (H4).

(H4) Occupational mismatches are related to a higher probability of horizontal 
changes into a different occupation or of upward changes

In addition, we examine the role of financial reasons (current or future earnings) on 
dropout directions. We hypothesize that financial reasons increase the likelihood of 
occupational changes or of downward PCTs (H5). This would mean that adolescents 
who are unsatisfied with their current or future earnings would either adjust their 
occupational choice or, in cases of financial distress—for instance, the necessity to 
take up additional employment (Seidel 2019)—they would experience a downward 
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PCT. The results of Bessey and Backes-Gellner (2015) indicate that adolescents 
who cited financial distress as reason for PCT are more at risk of dropping out than 
graduating. There was, however, no effect on upward PCT.

(H5) Financial reasons for a PCT are related to a higher probability of horizontal 
changes into a different occupation or of downward PCTs

With respect to the training process, we hypothesize that frictions (unsatisfying 
training quality, conflicts, and excessive demand) increase the probability of downward 
PCTs or horizontal company changes (H6). This hypothesis is based on the results of 
Krötz and Deutscher (2022). In addition, frictions in the training process have been 
demonstrated to be more often raised as reasons by adolescents with rather low 
qualifications (BIBB 2020; Schöngen 2003) for whom the option of an upward change 
is simply not accessible. Moreover, Schmid (2010) found that performance and behavior 
issues affected delayed re-entry into VET.

(H6) Frictions in the training process (unsatisfying training quality, conflicts, 
excessive demand) are related to a higher probability of downward PCTs or 
horizontal company changes

Finally, in cases where trainees cite the prospect of a new training position as the 
reason for their PCT (BIBB 2020), it is highly plausible that they subsequently end up in 
a new training company or a new training occupation, with the result that a horizontal 
PCT occurs (H7).

(H7) The prospect of a new training position is related to a higher probability of 
horizontal PCTs (company changes or occupational changes)

Methods
Data

We used data from the Starting Cohort 4 (SC 4, version 12.0.0) of the German NEPS 
(Blossfeld et  al. 2011). SC4 is a longitudinal survey study of German adolescents with 
the aim of monitoring their educational and employment trajectories from the 9th grade 
onwards (first interview in fall of 2010). As we are interested in analyzing PCTs, we lim-
ited the dataset to adolescents who started their first VET program in the dual system in 
Germany after leaving general education (n = 5823) and ended it prematurely (n = 949). 
In order to measure the dropout direction, sufficient information has to be available for 
the observation period after PCT. Therefore, only individuals with at least an 18-month 
observation period after PCT were considered. This observation period was chosen for 
two reasons. First, due to the panel mortality in the NEPS dataset (Zinn et al. 2020), long 
observation periods after PCT reduce the dataset. Second, a previous analysis (Michaelis 
and Richter 2022) demonstrated that major educational or career adaptions occur pri-
marily in the first year after a PCT. Nevertheless, an observation period slightly above 
12 months should be chosen, in order to be able to observe re-entries into institution-
alized education in the following school year despite temporal fluctuations between 
school years. Due to this determination the final data set includes 664 individuals.
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Dependent variable

The dependent variable measures the dropout direction based on the 18-month 
trajectories observed after PCT. One advantage of the NEPS dataset is that different 
activity statuses can be distinguished for each month in a trajectory.1 For the 
categorization of dropout directions, we considered the first fully qualifying educational 
program in VET, general education, or higher education after the PCT. We followed the 
dropout directions proposed by Krötz and Deutscher (2022). However, based on recent 
analyses that have demonstrated a need to differentiate between downward and upward 
PCTs in the context of post-PCT options (Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung 
2022; Lettau 2017; Michaelis and Richter 2022), we further defined these two directions. 
As a result, we identified a total of six dropout directions. If adolescents do not return to 
institutionalized education after the PCT, they are categorized as (C1) downward PCT 
into unqualified employment or unemployment (n = 153). After a PCT, prevocational 
programs may be appealing to adolescents in order to avoid disruptions in their life 
course. The main objective of these programs is reintegration into VET. However, if 
adolescents remain in prevocational programs for a longer period and do not participate 
in VET, general education or higher education, we consider such trajectories as (C2) 
downward PCT into prevocational program (n = 65). For horizontal developments we 
distinguished two categories, namely (C3) Horizontal PCT into the same occupation (i.e., 
change of training company; n = 103) and (C4) into a different occupation (i.e., change 
of occupation; n = 244). Additional categories include upward PCTs into (C5) general 
education (n = 58) and (C6) higher education (n = 41). Therefore, we also differentiate 
between upward and the downward dropout directions (Krötz and Deutscher 2022) to 
gain a more nuanced understanding of adolescents’ pathways after a PCT.

Independent variables

The first independent variable measured whether the training contract was terminated 
by the company (= 1) or the trainees themselves (= 0). We also regarded terminations 
by mutual agreement as terminations by the trainees themselves, as the decision was 
also made in the interests of and with consent of the trainee. If trainees terminated the 
training contract themselves, they were also asked whether the following reasons were 
behind their PCT on a binary scale (0 = no; 1 = yes): (a) personal reasons (e.g., illness 
or pregnancy), (b) not the desired training occupation, (c) financial reasons (current 
or future earnings), (d) training quality, (e) conflicts, (f ) excessive demand, (g) different 
training position received. Selecting more than one reason was possible (see Table  1 
below).

There were 112 missing values in the variable indicating whether the company or the 
trainee themselves had terminated the training program. However, a conditional rela-
tionship existed between self-termination and the reasons for it. To avoid conditional 

1  We used nine activity statuses. First, a distinction was made as to whether a VET program is pursued in (1) the previ-
ous occupation or (2) in a different occupation compared to the first VET program. The first case can also be interpreted 
as a company change (Holtmann and Solga 2023). Adolescents can also pursue educational opportunities that are not 
part of VET. Here, we identified three further statuses: (3) prevocational programs, (4) general education and (5) higher 
education. If adolescents did not participate in institutionalized education in a month, we distinguished between (6) 
unemployment, (7) employment, or (8) other activities (e.g., military service). Finally, there may be individual months 
with a missing value in the status, which are coded as (9) unknown.



Page 10 of 31Michaelis and Findeisen ﻿Empirical Res Voc Ed Train           (2024) 16:15 

imputation from affecting the overall model and hindering subgroup analyses, the ter-
mination background (whether the company or the trainees themselves terminated the 
training contract) was estimated through multiple imputation by chained equations 
(n = 30, including all control variables described in the section on control variables). 
Subsequently, the data set was consolidated in a single data set by determining the 
modal value of self-termination in the imputed data sets. If at least 50% of the imputa-
tions indicated self-termination, the variable was coded as terminated by the trainees 
themselves. A total of 119 cases were terminated by the company, while 545 trainees 
terminated their training contract themselves.

Control variables

Previous research has demonstrated that the training process and success are influenced 
by numerous factors (Böhn and Deutscher 2022). It is well known that a downward PCT 
into the labor market is more likely for trainees with low qualifications (Holtmann and 
Solga 2023; Michaelis and Richter 2022). Therefore, we examined whether an adolescent 
has no or a low school-leaving qualification from general education. To gather detailed 
information about educational pathways, we considered two variables indicating discon-
tinuities in education. The first measured whether the final school-leaving certificate was 
obtained in the standard number of years of general education (low school-leaving quali-
fication: 9 years, intermediate school-leaving qualification: 10 years, high school-leaving 
qualification: 12–13 years). The second variable measured whether adolescents had par-
ticipated in prevocational programs after completing general education but before start-
ing their first training program. In addition, lower GPAs limit opportunities after a PCT 
(Holtmann and Solga 2023; Michaelis and Richter 2022). Therefore we also controlled 
for the impact of a poor GPA (GPA > 3.0) on the last certificate of general education.

Previous research has demonstrated that having a migration background or coming 
from a low socioeconomic background can impact post-school educational trajectories 
(Busse et  al. 2023; Michaelis et  al. 2022). To account for this we included a variable 
for a migration background (= 1) if the adolescent or at least one parent was born 

Table 1  Questions about the reasons for PCT

PCT reason Question

Training can be terminated for various reasons. Please indicate for each 
of the following reasons whether it applies to you. I have terminated my 
training because …

Personal reasons … I was frequently absent during the vocational training program for 
personal reasons, for example due to illnesses or pregnancy

Not desired training occupation … It wasn’t my dream job or because the job was different than I had 
imagined

Financial reasons … I was dissatisfied with the money I was making in the vocational training 
program or might earn in the future

Training quality … I was not being taught enough of what I was actually supposed to be 
learning in the vocational training

Conflicts … I was having problems with other people in the vocational training 
program, such as trainers, teachers, colleagues or other trainees

Excessive demand … The vocational training was too difficult

Different training position received … I had obtained or have the prospect of obtaining a new training position
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abroad. For socioeconomic background we followed Michaelis and Richter (2022) and 
created two variables. The first variable identified low parental education (= 1) if “[n]
o parent achieved an upper secondary school certificate, a VET or a higher educational 
qualification.” The second variable measured low parental occupational status using the 
highest parental ISEI-08 score. If this score was lower than two-thirds of all parents 
in the data set (ISEI-08 ≤ 28.48) parental occupation status was classified as low. Both 
Schmid (2010) and Michaelis and Richter (2022) demonstrated that low parental 
education reduces the likelihood of re-entry into VET after a PCT.

Previous research has also demonstrated that PCTs occur more frequently in small 
companies (Rohrbach-Schmidt and Uhly 2016). Therefore, we checked whether the 
company size was fewer than 10 employees (= 1) in the training program with a PCT. 
Moreover, it is well known that PCTs in the early stages of VET are more often related 
to an occupational change after re-entering VET (occupational stopout, Holtmann and 
Solga 2023; Wydra-Somaggio 2021). Furthermore, Michaelis and Richter (2022) found 
that longer training durations before PCT increase the probability of a downward PCT 
into unqualified employment. Thus, we integrated a variable that measured the training 
duration in months before PCT. We also controlled for sex (female = 1). Finally, we 
controlled for whether the training took place at a training company in an east German 
federal state (= 1), because training and labor market opportunities in east Germany are 
more restricted (Michaelis and Busse 2021).

Table 2 below presents the distribution of independent and control variables.

Data analysis

We analyzed the influence of different termination reasons on dropout directions from 
two analytical perspectives. For each perspective, we examined three multinomial logis-
tic regression models. In the first model (M0a) we integrated only the control variables. 
The second model calculated only the influence of the independent variable/s. The final 
model (M1) included both the independent and control variables.

The first analytical perspective examined whether there are differences in subsequent 
trajectories depending on whether the company or the trainee themselves terminated 
the contract prematurely. For the second analytical perspective, the data set was reduced 
to those trainees who terminated the training contract themselves. Here, we analyzed 
whether different reasons influenced dropout directions. We identified average marginal 
effects (AMEs), which indicate the average changes in probability associated with a 
certain dropout direction when the independent or control variable increased by one 
unit. For example, if a dropout reason has an AME of 0.100 for a particular dropout 
direction, it means that the probability of belonging to that dropout direction increases 
by an average of 10 percentage points if an individual meets that reason. We interpreted 
effects up to a 10% significance level due to small category sizes.

As is typical for survey studies, there were missing values in the independent and con-
trol variables. Therefore, we utilized multiple imputation by chained equations to esti-
mate these missing values. We followed the recommendations of White et  al. (2011). 
The number of imputed data sets was determined based on the percentage of missing 
values of the variable with the highest proportion of missing values. This value should be 
rounded up to the next higher decile. In our data set, the proportions of missing values 
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ranged from 0 to 21%. Therefore, we utilized 30 imputed data sets. All analyses were con-
ducted using Stata 16. In addition, we tested the robustness of our findings by replicating 
the analysis without imputing the missing data. Our results were largely consistent, with 
only minor differences observed when comparing Tables 4 and A1, and Tables 7 and A2 
(see Results section and Appendix).

Results
Initiating party and dropout direction

As the results presented in Table 2 demonstrate, PCTs were initiated by the company 
in only 17.9% of cases, primarily within the first six months of the dual VET program. 
This can be explained by legal regulations in Germany, as companies can generally only 
terminate trainees within the probationary period (four months). Table 3 below presents 
how different dropout directions are connected to the initiating party.

The results of the multinomial logistic regression (Table 4) demonstrate that—under 
the control of common individual characteristics affecting PCTs—a termination initi-
ated by the training company, was related to a higher probability of a horizontal company 
change by an average of 10.5 percentage points (Table 4, M1). In addition, an upward 
PCT into higher education was less likely for PCTs initiated by the training company. 
The effect was similar for a downward PCT into unqualified employment or unemploy-
ment, although this effect is only significant in M0b. This can be explained by a higher 
share of low-qualified trainees in the group of trainees who were terminated by the com-
pany compared to those who terminated the training contract themselves (see Table 2). 
Therefore, in the majority of cases in which training contracts were terminated by the 

Table 2  General characteristics of the sample

Data not imputed.

Total sample Missing values in 
total sample %

Termination by 
the company

Termination 
by trainees 
themselves

N 664 119 545

No or low school-leaving 
qualification

48.9% 8.1 58.2% 46.9%

Participation in prevocational 
program before training

30.0% 0.0 29.4% 30.1%

Graduation after more than the 
typical number of years

29.1% 11.0 32.4% 28.4%

Poor GPA 44.7% 20.8 51.8% 43.2%

Migration background 27.8% 1.1 23.1% 28.9%

Low parental education 14.3% 11.0 11.8% 14.8%

Low parental occupational 
status

34.4% 1.1 36.6% 34.0%

Sex (female) 42.7% 0.2 40.7% 43.1%

Training company in eastern 
federal states

15.3% 0.2 16.2% 15.0%

Company size < 10 35.3% 13.0 40.2% 34.2%

Duration In months (mean/std.)

Time spent in first VET program 
until PCT

9.0/8.3 0.0 6.2/6.8 9.6/8.4
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company, adolescents were precluded from entering higher education after a PCT. Con-
sequently, H1 (PCTs initiated by training company are related to a lower probability of 
horizontal or upward PCTs) is only partially supported. We only found the expected 
negative effect of companies’ dismissals on upward PCTs into higher education. Moreo-
ver, H2 is also not supported since, there is no significant effect of termination by the 
training company on the two types of downward PCT once other factors influencing 
PCTs are controlled for.

Self‑reported reasons for PCT and dropout direction

Table 5 presents descriptive information on the frequencies of reasons for PCTs when 
trainees terminated training contracts themselves. Most trainees stated that the VET 
program trained them for an occupation that was not their desired career path (58.4%). 
Conflicts (49.8%) and concerns about training quality (41.3%) were also commonly 
cited reasons for PCT. Table 5 illustrates that the reasons for PCT can vary significantly 
depending on dropout directions. Table 6 presents correlations between different PCT 
reasons. The results of the multinomial logistic regression (Table 7) are presented below.

In our logistic regression model (Table  7) we found that different types of PCT 
seemed to be related to different reasons when trainees terminated their training 
contract themselves. First, personal reasons appeared to be problematic since they were 
related to a higher probability of a downward PCT into unqualified employment and 
unemployment by 13.5 to 18 percentage points. This contradicts H3, which posited an 
increased probability of horizontal PCTs. Moreover, personal reasons were associated 
with a lower probability of horizontal company changes. In line with H4, we found that 
individuals were less likely to return to their previous occupation if the training program 
did not align with their desired occupation. Also in line with H4, the probability of an 
upward PCT (C5 and C6) was significantly higher—by 5.2 to 9.3 percentage points—
when individuals stated that their VET program was not their desired occupation.

If adolescents experienced a PCT due to financial reasons, a horizontal PCT into the 
same occupation (change of training company, C2) was less likely by 6.8 percentage 
points (M1, AME: 2.5 percentage points). Moreover, the probability of an upward PCT 
into higher education was significantly higher (weak effect; M1). However, when com-
paring this effect with M0b, where the effect is smaller and not statistically significant, 
one could suspect that financial reasons interact with control variables in this category. 

Table 3  Dropout directions by initiating party

n Downward PCT… Horizontal PCT Upward PCT…

… Into 
unqualified 
employment or 
unemployment 
(C1) %

…Into 
prevocational 
programs 
(C2) %

Change of 
training 
company 
(C3) %

Change of 
occupation 
(C4) %

… Into 
general 
education 
(C5) %

… Into 
higher 
education 
(C6) %

Total sample 664 23.0 9.8 15.5 36.7 8.7 6.2

Termination by the 
company

119 17.6 10.9 24.4 36.1 10.1 0.8

Termination by  
trainees themselves

545 24.2 9.5 13.6 36.9 8.4 7.3
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Consequently, H5 (which posited a higher probability of either occupational changes or 
downward PCTs) was not supported by the results.

In analyzing various aspects of the training process, we identified a significant 
negative effect on experiencing an upward PCT into general education (C5), which on 
average becomes 5.4 percentage points less likely if the regression model tested only for 
the influence of the independent variables (M0b). Conflicts in the first VET program 
increased the probability of a horizontal PCT into a different training company (C3), 
while also decreasing the likelihood of a horizontal occupational change or an upward 
PCT into higher education (C6). If trainees evaluated their first VET program as too 
demanding, we found a lower probability for upward PCT into higher education (C6), 
but no significant effects on the other PCT directions. Overall, the results relating to 
aspects of the training process examined did not support H6. None of the three dropout 
reasons had the expected impact on downward PCTs, with conflicts being the only 
factor that increased the likelihood of company changes as hypothesized.

If individuals already have another training position, they are 15.1–17.7 percentage 
points more likely to experience a horizontal PCT into the same occupation (C3) or a 
different occupation (C4). Hypothesis 7 is therefore supported. In accordance with 
these findings, this group is less likely to experience a downward PCT (C1 and C2) or an 
upward PCT into general education (C5).

Table 5  Reasons for PCT by trainees who terminated trainings contracts themselves

Imputed data.

PCT 
initiated 
by trainees 
themselves

Downward PCT… Horizontal PCT Upward PCT…

… Into 
unqualified 
employment or 
unemployment 
(C1)

…Into 
prevocational 
programs (C2)

Change of 
training 
company 
(C3)

Change of 
occupation 
(C4)

… Into 
general 
education 
(C5)

… Into 
higher 
education 
(C6)

N 545 132 52 74 201 46 40

Reasons

 Personal 
reasons

20.7% 35.0% 17.5% 12.7% 17.9% 17.8% 10.3%

 Not 
desired 
occupa-
tion

58.4% 48.4% 46.7% 32.7% 66.1% 81.5% 88.7%

 Financial 
reasons

21.2% 22.8% 16.9% 12.1% 23.0% 20.2% 30.1%

 Training 
quality

41.3% 40.5% 49.0% 48.7% 42.0% 26.0% 34.7%

 Conflicts 49.8% 53.5% 57.4% 72.8% 43.9% 40.4% 25.3%

 Excessive 
demand

16.4% 13.8% 26.5% 12.7% 18.0% 22.5% 3.6%

 Different 
training 
position 
received

21.1% 10.9% 10.4% 35.0% 30.2% 2.6% 18.5%
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Discussion
General discussion

Previous studies have demonstrated that a PCT should be viewed as a stage in the life 
course, since the training process can impact the trajectory after the PCT (e.g. Michaelis 
and Richter 2022). Building on structural assumptions of post-school transitions and 
previous research identifying trajectory categories after a PCT (Krötz and Deutscher 
2022; Lettau 2017; Michaelis and Richter 2022) we identified six dropout directions: 
(1) downward PCT into unqualified employment or unemployment, (2) downward 
PCT into prevocational programs, (3) horizontal PCT: change of training company, 
(4) horizontal PCT: change of occupation, (5) upward PCT into general education, 
and (6) upward PCT into higher education. To our knowledge this is the first study to 
examine the relationship between the initiating party and subsequent trajectories after 
a PCT. Moreover, it is one of the first studies to analyze how different PCT reasons are 
connected to dropout directions. This provides a more nuanced understanding of PCTs, 
which have often been treated homogenously. Since a dismissal by the training company 
is very likely to impact subsequent trajectories (Schöngen 2003), individual experiences, 
and well-being (Schmid 2010; Brand 2015), it is crucial to differentiate the initiating party 
of a PCT. Moreover, self-initiated PCTs are likely the result of a decision-making process 
where adolescents reflect on reasons and evaluate their options post-PCT (e.g., Dawis 
and Lofquist 1984; Lamamra and Masdonati 2008). Therefore, a deeper understanding 
of this process is essential with a view to supporting trainees more effectively.

Regarding the effects of the initiating party, we found that if the training company 
initiated the PCT, a horizontal change to another company became more likely (con-
tradicting H1), while the probability of an upward PCT decreased (supporting H1). 
Moreover, there was no significant impact on downward PCTs (contradicting H2). Pre-
vious research indicated that terminations by the training company typically stem from 
performance issues or lack of effort on the part of trainees (Beckmann 2023; Stalder 
and Schmid 2006) and that downward PCTs are more likely after dismissals (Schöngen 
2003). One might therefore have expected that trainees were less likely to continue a 

Table 6  Correlations between PCT reasons

Imputed data; effects with a p ≤ 0.1 in bold type.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

(1) Personal 
reasons

1.000

(2) Not 
desired 
occupation

− 0.178 1.000

(3) Financial 
reasons

− 0.056 0.236 1.000

(4) Training 
quality

− 0.056 0.092 0. 156 1.000

(5) Conflicts − 0.057 − 0.075 0.092 0.313 1.000

(6) Excessive 
demand

− 0.048 0.018 − 0.016 − 0.037 − 0.098 1.000

(7) Different 
training 
position 
received

− 0.067 0.095 0.087 0.030 − 0.061 0.004 1.000
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training program in the same occupation, with the same demands, after being dismissed 
by the training company, or were less likely to find a new training company. However, 
our results did not support this relationship. In terms of young peoples’ educational 
opportunities after a PCT, this outcome is viewed positively, as adolescents succeed in 
re-entering VET and do not end up in unqualified employment after being terminated 
by the training company. In order to explain the differences between our findings and 
earlier findings, more information would be needed on the reasons why training com-
panies terminate trainees’ contracts. One possible explanation could be the growing 
availability of training opportunities, as the challenges of hiring in the German training 
market are increasing, and communication between companies and those seeking train-
ing is becoming more accessible (e.g., through digitalization). Unfortunately, however, 
the NEPS data set does not contain information on the reasons behind companies’ deci-
sions regarding PCTs. It can be assumed that companies decide to terminate training 
contracts when they believe the training objective cannot be achieved. Future studies, 
with longer observation periods, should investigate the decision-making process of ado-
lescents in a more nuanced way and determine whether they ultimately complete the 
VET program in the same occupation and with a different company.

In relation to trainees’ self-reported reasons for PCTs that were initiated by themselves 
we found a significant relationship between personal PCT reasons and downward PCTs 
into unqualified employment or unemployment (contradicting H3). In addition, the like-
lihood of continuing the training program in a different training company decreased. 
This contradicts previous findings by Schmid (2010), where personal reasons increased 
the likelihood of direct re-entry into VET. Our results suggest that personal reasons 
can create problematic situations for young adults. Due to challenging private circum-
stances, adolescents may struggle to successfully follow the VET program started and, as 
our results suggest, they may also face difficulties in pursuing further educational paths 
within or outside of VET. Consequently, these adolescents are more likely to end up 
unemployed or in unqualified employment.

The most commonly cited reason for PCT among trainees was that the training posi-
tion did not match their desired occupation (occupational mismatch; 58.4%). In cases of 
occupational mismatches, that occupation is subsequently avoided, and upward PCTs 
become more likely. Since a horizontal occupational choice was not significantly related 
to an occupational mismatch once other PCT related factors were controlled for, H4 
only holds true for upward PCTs. Overall, the findings relating to H4 suggest that ado-
lescents reflect on wrong career choices and make constructive career adjustment after 
a PCT. This results in either improving their career opportunities by obtaining better 
qualifications (upward PCT into general education) or choosing to pursue an academic 
career. Previous research has demonstrated that trainees with a university entrance 
qualification are typically the most dissatisfied with their training situation (Michaelis 
and Findeisen 2022) and often cited their training occupation as a reason for PCT (BIBB 
2020). As a result, the trend of upward PCTs into higher education appears to be a viable 
alternative to VET.

Moreover, we found no support for H5, which posits that financial reasons are related 
to a higher likelihood of either occupational changes or downward PCTs. Based on the 
results of Seidel (2019), we expected that financial distress may lead to the necessity of 
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acquiring a secondary job, thus increasing the probability of downward PCT. Moreover, 
if adolescents experience financial problems, it seemed reasonable to expect that they 
would not choose the same occupation again, as this would not improve their financial 
situation. Instead, an adjustment of career choices based on dissatisfaction with earn-
ings or earning possibilities would seem plausible. Support for this expectation is pro-
vided by the result that financial reasons negatively affect the probability of continuing 
the same training program in a different training company after a PCT. This highlights 
that if adolescents are not satisfied with their current or future earnings, they may not 
continue pursuing the same occupation further. The lack of support for our hypoth-
eses may be due to the various different reasons summarized in this question on finan-
cial issues. The fact that current earnings are not enough to cover an adolescent’s daily 
expenses (e.g., when trainees do not receive additional financial support from their par-
ents) is different from considering future earning potential, which could lead to changes 
in career choices. Therefore, a more nuanced evaluation of this possible reason for PCT 
is necessary and should be taken up in future research.

Regarding H6, we did not find consistent effects on the various aspects of the train-
ing process that were examined (conflicts, excessive demands, and training quality). 
Contrary to our expectations (for H6), none of these factors significantly increased 
the likelihood of a downward PCT. This is a positive outcome for adolescents, as it 
indicates that different trajectories can be followed even after a PCT based on sub-
optimal training conditions. Moreover, it was only in the case of conflicts that we 
discovered the expected positive effect on horizontal PCT into the same occupation 
(change of training company), which is in line with H6. The cases in C3 (change of 
training company) illustrate that conflicts in VET do not necessarily lead to drop-
out from VET, but rather reinforce the intention to complete the VET program in 
another company. This means that trainees are able to recognize difficult conditions 
and make an effort to adjust their situation and to continue the VET program in a dif-
ferent company.

Trainees who found their first VET program too demanding are less likely to pursue 
higher education (with no significant relation with other dropout directions). This 
suggests a reluctance to face further excessive demands, potentially limiting their 
future job prospects. However, if we consider that higher education programs may 
also pose higher demands on adolescents, it is beneficial that they exercise caution 
before entering another educational setting with excessive demands after a dropout.

It is surprising though that training quality played such a minor role in explain-
ing the dropout directions that were examined. We identified only a small negative 
effect on upward PCT into general education. This contradicts the findings of Krötz 
and Deutscher (2022), where training quality was demonstrated to be an important 
predictor of the intention of a company change. Our results indicated that this does 
not hold for actual PCTs and observed trajectories after a PCT. Instead, we found that 
training quality as a reason for PCT does not significantly impact dropout directions 
once other influencing factors are controlled for.

Finally, in line with H7, there is a significantly positive relationship between the prospect 
of a different training position and both horizontal PCT types (change of company and 
change of occupation). Individuals who have already secured another training position are 
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less likely to end up unemployed or in unqualified employment or pursue additional gen-
eral education. This result is highly plausible since the question was framed to focus on 
different VET positions, leaving the option of a company or occupational change. Since 
trainees who already had another training position more frequently cited undesired occu-
pation and financial reasons as reasons for their PCT (Table 5), these results suggest that 
trainees reflect on their training situation early on and proactively seek alternatives.

Limitations of the study and implications for further research

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the results. 
First, we utilized one of the most comprehensive data sets in the context of educational 
trajectories (NEPS). However, the data set is limited to sometimes small categories in the 
context of our research questions and contains missing values, affecting the quality of 
our results and their implications. For example, we were unable to make a more detailed 
distinction between unemployment and various forms of unqualified employment (cat-
egory C1) due to the small number of cases in this category. Second, although the data set 
contains valuable information on the PCT reasons of trainees, each reason was assessed 
based only on a single item rather than a scale. Moreover, some reasons covered broad 
areas with various aspects that may affect PCTs differently. This was previously discussed 
in relation to financial reasons and also applies to personal reasons such as mental health 
problems, accidents, pregnancy and so forth. As far as conflicts are concerned, different 
effects may occur for conflicts with trainers or teachers than for conflicts with colleagues 
or fellow trainees. Moreover, the very broad construct of training quality is covered by 
only one item in the questionnaire. This may also explain the differences between our 
results and those of Böhn and Deutscher (2022), as well as the insignificant relationship 
between training quality and dropout directions. In general, compared to the extensive 
model of Böhn and Deutscher (2022), the data set we used did not contain detailed infor-
mation on the various sets of predictors. For example, we were only able to consider very 
specific aspects of learners, and information on school factors (e.g., performance in voca-
tional schools) is missing entirely. In addition, it would be helpful to further differenti-
ate between personal characteristics upon entry into VET and personal issues that occur 
during VET (e.g., health problems before starting VET vs. health problems occurring 
while in VET; care obligations when starting VET vs. pregnancy while in VET).

A limitation that has already been mentioned is the lack of information on train-
ing companies’ reasons for their dismissals of trainees. Future studies should consider 
including the training companies’ perspective to better understand PCTs initiated by 
them. In addition, conducting further research to determine whether the training com-
pany played a role in the trainee’s termination—such as cases where a trainee’s resigna-
tion was suggested by the training company—would be beneficial.

Furthermore, we examined adolescents’ trajectories over an observation period 
of 18 months. Therefore, we cannot draw any conclusions on the long-term effects of 
PCTs. As a result, we do not have any information regarding the further course of the 
trajectory an adolescent follows after a PCT. It would be highly beneficial to obtain more 
information on whether adolescents are able to successfully complete a second training 
program that they chose in a different company or a different occupation. Further longi-
tudinal studies with longer observation periods are needed in this regard.
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Regarding implications, one finding of this study that should be considered is the 
increased probability of a downward PCT into unqualified employment or unemploy-
ment in cases of personal reasons for PCT. This indicates that young adults who are 
already facing challenging life situations, such as health issues or care-giving responsi-
bilities (e.g., pregnancy), during their training program are not able to easily return to 
an educational path after a PCT. If this finding remains consistent over a longer period 
of time (the observation period in this study was 18 months) it calls for a better support 
system for adolescents facing personal difficulties in order to improve their individual 
career prospects and secure additional skilled workers. The fact that personal reasons 
for PCT are most commonly reported among trainees with low school-leaving qualifica-
tions (see also BIBB 2020) highlights the importance of providing additional support to 
this group in obtaining further qualifications.

As almost 60% of trainees cited occupational mismatches as a reason for PCT, the 
results suggest that a significant number of PCTs could potentially be prevented by 
enhancing career guidance for young adults before they begin VET. This is especially 
crucial in the light of our findings that adolescents who choose PCT to correct their 
occupational choices are more inclined to pursue further general or higher education, 
rather than enrolling in another VET program. Since this issue is most prevalent among 
adolescents with university entrance qualifications (BIBB 2020), the VET system is losing 
out on well-educated trainees. While this may be attributed to a growing trend towards 
higher education, offering young adults comprehensive career guidance could assist 
them in determining whether they are a good fit for a particular VET occupation before 
starting the training program. This approach could help attract high-performing trainees 
who are well suited for a VET occupation, while also preventing inefficient investments 
in trainees who are not a good fit and would prefer to pursue an academic career.

With regard to future research on PCTs in VET, our results emphasize the importance 
of a thorough assessment of the various dropout directions, especially on the basis of life 
history data. Moreover, differentiating between trainees’ decisions to terminate a train-
ing contract and dismissal by the training company is necessary to gain a deeper under-
standing of the PCT process. Our results demonstrate that the initiating party impacts 
dropout directions. However, since the effects identified differ from those in existing 
studies, further research on this relationship is essential. The findings of this study also 
highlight that PCT reasons and trajectories post-PCTs are connected. Therefore, this 
study highlights that PCTs are not the result of impulsive actions, but rather involve 
complex decision-making processes before and after PCT. Research designs that enable 
a thorough examination of the diverse groups of adolescents with a PCT, as well as their 
varied subsequent trajectories, are extremely valuable in enhancing our understanding 
of PCT decisions. This information can provide valuable insights for policy makers, ulti-
mately leading to more effective support for both adolescents and training companies.

Appendix
See Tables 8 and 9.
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