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The purpose of this paper is to explore the potential of technical and vocational 

education and training (TVET) for fostering inclusive growth at the local level in 

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN ) region. The first section 

provides a brief overview of the main developmental challenges in the ASEAN 

region that have resulted in growing inequalities in wealth distribution. The second 

and third sections review evidence from developed as well as developing countries 

regarding TVET’s impact on employment and wages (Section 2), as well as on 

poverty, inequality and social exclusion (Section 3). Section 4 summarises the key 

findings and highlights lessons learned for the ASEAN region. Good practice 

examples from the region are presented to illustrate how countries have used TVET 

to improve economic and social outcomes at the local level. 
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Executive Summary 

Despite impressive economic growth and reductions in poverty over the past two decades, 

countries within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region continue to 

struggle with inequality, since increased wealth in the region has not been fairly distributed 

across all segments of society. While trends in inequality vary across countries in the 

region, women and young people tend to be the most disadvantaged, with higher 

unemployment and informal employment rates than other groups, resulting in higher levels 

of economic disengagement and social marginalisation. Inequality matters, not only in its 

own right, but also because it can hamper growth and decrease the poverty reduction impact 

of growth. Conversely, the foundations for future growth and poverty reduction can be 

strengthened if the benefits of development are shared broadly and equitably across 

populations.  

The review of international evidence presented in this paper suggests that technical and 

vocational education and training (TVET) could be a powerful tool for addressing multiple 

developmental challenges and fostering inclusive growth at the local level in the ASEAN 

region. The findings of this paper show:  

 that well-designed formal TVET programmes may be more effective than general 

(or academic) education for integrating marginalised groups (such as women and 

youth) into the labour market and improving their earnings; and  

 that informal and non-formal TVET initiatives can play a role in reducing poverty, 

inequality and social exclusion by offering disadvantaged and marginalised groups 

the opportunity to acquire work-relevant skills. 

However, TVET has not had a significant positive impact on the economic outcomes and 

social well-being of disadvantaged and marginalised groups in the ASEAN region for 

several reasons. These include low TVET participation rates, primarily due to low public 

spending on TVET; poor TVET quality, especially in countries with low national income; 

and weak TVET relevance, owing to lack of engagement of key stakeholders, especially 

the private sector, in local TVET planning, design and implementation. Yet, despite these 

issues, recent evidence suggests that TVET is valued and well-regarded by employers in 

the region and that many ASEAN countries have harnessed TVET’s potential to promote 

economic and social inclusion. Good practice examples from the region are presented in 

the report. 

Further research and analysis are required to deepen and extend the findings of the paper. 

Suggested areas for future research and analysis include: 

 Analysis of the potential costs and benefits of proposed solutions to challenges in 

the TVET sector – for example, the potential negative and positive implications of 

new technology on skills and jobs in the future; 

 Collection of further good practice examples showing how countries, regions and 

cities have used TVET to improve local economic and social outcomes; 

 Exploration of the potential for, as well as challenges inherent in, adapting and 

transferring good practices across countries in the region, especially from the 

wealthiest to the poorest CLMV (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam, or 

CLMV) countries; 
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 Further analysis of TVET institutional arrangements within the ASEAN region to 

identify system design and funding policy principles to improve the quality and 

access of local programmes; 

 A mapping of donor activities in the TVET sector, across and within countries in 

the region to understand the role of the NGO sector in expanding TVET quality. 
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1.  Background and context 

Over the past two decades, ASEAN countries have experienced rapid economic growth 

(see Figure 1.1), averaging around 5.3% per year from 2000 to 2013 (ASEAN Secretariat, 

2015), and high productivity gains, as the region’s largely agrarian societies have been 

transformed into dynamic, export-oriented economies. Increased labour productivity in 

sectors such as manufacturing, retail, telecommunications, and transportation explains 

around 60% of total growth in the ASEAN region since 1990 (McKinsey & Company, 

2014). Fast growth combined with market-friendly reforms has allowed countries in the 

region to lift millions of individuals out of poverty (see Figure 1.2). 

Figure 1.1. Change in GDP, PPP (Constant 2011 international $), ASEAN countries and 

OECD average, 2000-07 and 2008-14 

Average annual change (%) 

 

Source: OECD/ADB, 2017; World Bank, International Comparison Program database. 

Figure 1.2. Poverty headcount ratio at $1.90 a day (2011 PPP) (% of population), 1993-2012 

 

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators database (accessed 3 March 2018). 
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Because the region’s poorer economies have grown at a faster rate than the wealthier 

economies, income inequalities between countries in the region have narrowed. This can 

be seen by dividing the ten ASEAN countries into three groups – wealthiest (Brunei 

Darussalam, Singapore and Malaysia), middle (Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines), and 

poorest (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam, or CLMV) – and calculating the 

wealth disparity, defined as the ratio of ‘wealthiest’ to ‘poorest’ (CLMV) countries in GDP 

per capita terms (see Figure 1.3). The trends displayed in Figure 1.3 show that the wealth 

disparity between countries in the ASEAN region has decreased since 1990, falling from 

35 in 1993 to 10 in 2016. While the reduction in the ratio is partly a mathematical 

phenomenon – after all, a doubling of GDP is more easily achieved at lower GDP levels 

than at higher GDP levels – the trends nevertheless suggest that the poorer CLMV countries 

are ‘catching up’ to the wealthier countries. 

Figure 1.3. Wealth disparity between ASEAN countries by income group, 1993-2016 

 

Source: World Bank (2018), World Development Indicators database (accessed 3 March 2018). 

Yet, despite impressive economic growth and success in poverty reduction across the region, 

income inequality within ASEAN countries continues to pose a challenge. Comparing trends across 

world regions shows that income inequality – as measured by the Gini coefficient1 – is much higher 

among the ASEAN-5 countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand) 

than among OECD and other advanced economies (see Figure 1.4). Moreover, within-country 

wealth disparities have risen across the ASEAN region, with the wealthiest countries tending to 

have the highest Gini coefficients, while the poorest (CLMV) countries exhibit the fastest growth 

                                                      
1 The Gini coefficient (or index) is a commonly-used measure of income inequality that condenses 

a country’s income distribution into a single number. The coefficient varies between 0, which 

reflects complete equality, and 1, which indicates complete inequality. The Gini coefficient is often 

reported as a whole number (e.g., 35) rather than a ratio (e.g. 0.35). 
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in inequality (see Figure 1.5). However, trends in inequality vary across individual countries. For 

example, Indonesia has experienced the greatest increase in wealth disparity since 1990, and 

Singapore has also become more unequal (IMF, 2016). Conversely, Thailand, Malaysia and the 

Philippines have been able to reduce income inequality, partly through targeted government 

policies. 

Figure 1.4. Income inequality levels across developing regions 

(Net Gini Index; in Gini points; 2013; average across the region) 

 

Note: ASEAN-5 = Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand; LIC = low-income countries; 

NIEs = newly industrialized economies 

Source: IMF (2016). SWIID Version 5.0; IMF, World Economic Outlook database; and IMF staff calculations. 

Figure 1.5. Wealth disparity within ASEAN countries by income group, 1990s to 2000s 

 

Source: ADB (2014a) Inequality in Asia and the Pacific: trends, drivers and policy implications (Manila: 

ADB), pp. 24-25. 
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ASEAN country for which data is available, apart from the Philippines, with Cambodia 

and Singapore exhibiting the greatest gender wage gaps (ASEAN Secretariat, 2016). 

Young workers are more likely to be unemployed than older workers, but are especially 

disadvantaged in Brunei Darussalam and Indonesia (see Figure 1.6). Which groups benefit 

least from wealth distribution sometimes differs across countries in the region: for example, 

income inequality has grown faster in urban areas than in rural areas of Indonesia, while 

the opposite is true in the Philippines (Kanbur and Zhuang, 2013). 

Figure 1.6. Unemployment rate, total population (% of total labour force) and youth 

population (15-24), ASEAN countries and OECD average, 2017 

Total and youth unemployment rate 

 

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators database (accessed 3 March 2018). 

Income inequalities in the ASEAN region are not so much a consequence of high 

unemployment as of poor job quality. After all, every country in the region, apart from 

Brunei Darussalam, had a lower unemployment rate than the OECD average of 6.1% in 

2017 (see Figure 1.6). However, a large share of workers in the region – in particular, young 

workers and female workers – are employed in informal or vulnerable, rather than decent, 

jobs. 2  In some ASEAN countries, informality is very high: for example, vulnerable 

employment, which encompasses own-account and contributing family workers, accounted 

for over 80% of total employment in Lao PDR in 2010 and exceeded 50% in Cambodia, 

                                                      
2 The International Labour Organisation defines ‘decent work’ as ‘opportunities for work that are 

productive and deliver a fair income, security in the workplace and social protection for families, 

better prospects for personal development and social integration, freedom for people to express their 

concerns, organize and participate in the decisions that affect their lives and equality of opportunity 

and treatment for all women and men’ (ILO, n.d.). 
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Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam in 2012/13 (see Figure 1.7). Because informal 

employment tends to be correlated with low earnings, many informal workers become 

trapped in poverty. In 2014, 30.3% of workers in the ASEAN region earned less than $2 

per day, compared with 26.7% of all workers globally (ILO and ADB, 2014). Women are 

more susceptible to vulnerable employment than men in seven of the nine ASEAN 

countries for which there is data (ILO and ADB, 2014). 

Figure 1.7. The share of own account and contributing family workers (as a percentage of 

total employment) in ASEAN region 2012/13 

 

Source: Official national sources; ILO (2018): ILOSTAT Database. 

Difficulty in obtaining adequately paid, decent work has led to economic discouragement 

and social marginalisation, particularly among youth and women. Less than one-half of all 

young people aged 15-24 participate in the labour market in Brunei Darussalam, Singapore, 

Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia (World Bank, 2018). However, in Cambodia 

three-quarters of young people are economically engaged. Given that ASEAN countries 

tend to have a higher share of youth and young adult populations than most developed 

countries, young people’s lack of economic engagement has crucial implications for growth 

and productivity. 

In every ASEAN country, women have lower labour force participation rates than men, 

with the gender gap exceeding 25 percentage points in Indonesia, Myanmar, Malaysia and 

the Philippines (Figure 1.8). Moreover, when women participate in the labour market, they 

often obtain lower-paid, less senior positions than men. Except for the Philippines and 

Brunei Darussalam, less than one-third of middle and senior managers in the ASEAN 

countries for which there is data are women (Figure 1.9).   
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Figure 1.8. Labour force participation by gender in ASEAN countries, 2017 

% of females and males (15 and older) in the labour market 

 

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators database (accessed 3 March 2018). 

Figure 1.9. Women’s percentage share of senior and middle management positions in 

ASEAN countries, latest available data 

 

Source: ILOSTAT 
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participate in the labour market (World Ban, 2018), despite women’s educational 

attainment levels having risen significantly over the past few decades (ASEAN Secretariat, 

2016).  

Inequality matters, not simply in its own right, but also because it has consequences for 

sustained growth and poverty reduction. Analyses show that inequality can dampen the 

poverty reduction impact of growth, as well as hamper growth through a number of 

economic, social, and political mechanisms (ADB, 2014a). These findings have particular 

relevance for the CLMV countries, which are seeking to close the growth gap with the 

wealthier countries in the region. Conversely, the foundations for future growth and poverty 

reduction can be strengthened if efforts are made to ensure that the benefits of development 

are shared broadly and equitably across populations.  

According to the Asian Development Bank (2014a), the main drivers of economic growth 

in the ASEAN region – that is, technological change, globalisation, and market-oriented 

reform – are also the driving forces behind rising inequality in Asia. These processes have 

increased the returns to human capital and the premium that individuals with higher 

educational attainment levels and skills realise, but have also threatened the livelihoods of 

individuals who are unable to adapt to the demands of the rapidly changing environment. 

Thus, skills development has a key role to play in reducing inequality in the region. 

Technical and vocational education and training (TVET) is increasingly being viewed as 

an antidote to the main developmental challenges in the ASEAN region, which have 

resulted in growing inequalities in wealth distribution (UNESCO, 2015).3 Whereas TVET 

was once regarded as a ‘second-choice’ educational option, recent evidence suggests that 

well-designed TVET programmes can be more effective than general (or academic) 

education for integrating groups that are marginalised (such as women and young people) 

into local labour markets and improving their earnings, thereby providing pathways to 

decent employment. Comprehensive ‘second-chance’ TVET initiatives, implemented in 

many countries to enhance the employability of disadvantaged and/or marginalised groups, 

have been found to be effective in reducing poverty, inequality and social exclusion, 

especially in developing countries.4 Evidence from international experience concerning 

TVET’s impact on employment and wages (Section 2) and on poverty, inequality and social 

exclusion (Section 3) is explored below. 

                                                      
3 Nevertheless, TVET has its critics and limitations. For example, TVET systems are often criticised 

as being expensive, yet inefficient and/or unresponsive to market forces (UNESCO, 2015). 

4 ‘Second-chance’ initiatives are non-formal programmes that provide individuals who left the 

education system early with a means to return to education and potentially acquire a qualification 

(Cedefop, 2016). 
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2.  TVET’s relative impact (versus general education) on employment and 

wages 

Education has a strong positive impact on individuals’ employment prospects and wages, 

while secondary education is widely regarded as the minimum level required for securing 

and maintaining productive employment in today’s complex globalised environment. 

Human capital theory, the dominant paradigm in the economics of education literature, 

posits that education and training make individuals more productive, which in turn 

increases their probabilities of being employed and earning higher wages 

(Carneiro, Dearden and Vignoles, 2010). Higher levels of education are linked to improved 

employment probabilities: for example, on average across OECD countries, 84% of tertiary 

graduates and 74% of upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary graduates are 

employed, compared to 56% of individuals without an upper secondary qualification 

(OECD, 2011). A strong significant relationship also exists between higher levels of 

education and earnings, with each additional year of full-time formal education translating 

into wage returns of around 8-10% (Card, 1999).   

Secondary education produces higher returns for women than for men, so ensuring that 

girls remain in school until at least secondary education completion can lead to greater 

gender equality. A study on returns to investment in education across 42 countries found 

that, while men experience higher returns to primary education than women (20% versus 

13%), women realise higher returns to secondary education than men (18% versus 14%) 

(Psacharopoulos and Patrinos, 2004). Women’s secondary completion is also linked to a 

range of non-economic benefits. For example, women who have completed secondary 

education have a lower probability of marrying early, dying during childbirth or contracting 

diseases (e.g. HIV/AIDS), and have a higher probability of having fewer children, having 

healthier children and sending their children to school than women with less than secondary 

education (UNESCO, 2016a; World Bank, 2012). These progressive trends explain why 

the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) emphasise the retention of all children in 

school until completion of secondary education (SDG 4, Target 1). 5 

Which kind of secondary education – general/academic or TVET – produces the greatest 

benefits for individuals and economies? Global perspectives on this question have changed 

in line with the evolving skills needs of businesses. Until recently, general education was 

considered the more lucrative track, since it teaches transferrable skills that can be applied 

across a range of occupations and tends to offer greater access to decent, well-paid jobs. 

However, the recent surge in global youth unemployment has been found to stem from 

‘skills mismatches’ produced by an overly theoretical approach to education that does not 

supply the specific technical and vocational skills increasingly demanded by employers 

(Biavaschi et al, 2012; UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2013). Hence, in many countries, there is high 

youth unemployment at the same time as there are skills shortages in key sectors of the 

economy (ILO, 2014a). According to ManpowerGroup, 40% of employers globally report 

having problems filling job vacancies, while a recent study on skilled labour in five 

                                                      
5  The SDGs were ratified by 193 UN Member States on 25 September 2015 (see 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs).  

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs
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ASEAN member countries6 found that a shortage of industry-ready skilled workers is one 

of the biggest challenges facing the countries, although the nature and extent of skills gaps 

vary widely across the countries (ManpowerGroup, 2016; Song and Tang, 2016). It is 

within the context of skills gaps and mismatches that TVET has become a key priority in 

the global development agenda. 

Yet, assessing the relative impact of TVET versus general education on graduates’ 

probabilities of being employed and earning higher wages is not a straightforward task for 

several reasons. First, few countries routinely and rigorously evaluate their TVET systems; 

hence, there is a shortage of appropriate data from which to draw conclusions (Biavaschi 

et al, 2012). Reliable evidence on TVET’s impacts is especially scarce for developing 

countries, since rigorous evaluation exercises are costly to conduct (Kingombe, 2012). 

Second, in most countries TVET and general education attract different kinds of learners 

and have different programme features, thus introducing biases that need to be corrected to 

accurately compare returns across the two educational tracks (Eichhorst et al, 2012). For 

example, TVET students often come from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and tend to 

have weaker academic abilities and motivation than general education students. Likewise, 

general education programmes tend to have a longer duration and involve higher costs than 

TVET programmes (Hoeckel, 2008). Third, definitions of TVET and TVET systems vary 

across countries, making it difficult to extrapolate results across very different kinds of 

school-based, firm-based and apprenticeship programmes (Hanushek, Woessmann and 

Zhang, 2011). Fourth, in some instances employment and wage outcomes do not reflect 

education and training quality, but instead dynamics within the labour market. For example, 

the availability of jobs may be greater in some fields than in others due to differences in 

labour intensity, or wages may be lower for some occupations than others, despite requiring 

higher skills. 

Notwithstanding these issues, several observations may be made regarding the relative 

impact of TVET versus general education on graduates’ employment rates and wage levels.  

2.1. Evidence from developed countries  

Looking first at the experiences of developed countries, for which there is a fairly strong 

evidence base, suggests the following trends: 

1. TVET tends to result in faster school-to-work transitions than general 

education. Studies comparing employment rates of TVET versus general education 

graduates at upper secondary school level in the European Union, at upper secondary and 

tertiary levels in the USA, UK and France, and between skilled vocational versus university 

graduates in Australia, confirm this finding (Cedefop, 2013a; NCVER, 2001; Ryan, 2001).  

2. The countries with the quickest education-to-employment transition rates 

among secondary TVET graduates are those with embedded dual apprenticeship 

systems, where school-based (vocational) education is combined with structured on-

the-job training (Quintini and Manfredi, 2009). Evidence from Germany and France 

shows that apprenticeship training results in faster and more organised entry into the labour 

market than purely school-based TVET programmes, because closer links are established 

with the private sector (Winkelmann, 1996; Bonnal, Mendes and Sofer, 2002). Countries 

with well-established dual training systems, such as Denmark, Austria and Germany, have 

                                                      
6 The five countries covered by the study are Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia and the 

Philippines. 
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been more successful than other countries in maintaining low youth unemployment rates 

and lower repeated unemployment spells among youth (Quintini, Martin and Martin, 2007).  

3. Although TVET graduates experience faster initial entry into the labour 

market than general education graduates, their employment advantage diminishes 

with age, albeit close to retirement age (Hanushek, Woessmann and Zhang, 2011). 

Evidence from eleven OECD countries with sizeable TVET systems shows that, among 

younger cohorts, TVET graduates tend to have higher employment rates than general 

education graduates; however, later in life, at around the age of 50, the trend reverses and 

general education graduates experience higher employment probabilities than TVET 

graduates, with the employment differences between the two groups becoming statistically 

significant for individuals aged 56-65 (Hanushek et al, 2017). This over-time decrease in 

TVET graduates’ comparative advantage in the labour market is attributable to TVET 

graduates’ occupation-specific knowledge becoming more quickly outdated than general 

education graduates’ theoretical knowledge, as well as to TVET graduates’ lower access to 

higher education opportunities than general education graduates in many countries 

(Biavaschi et al, 2012). Thus, improving their access could potentially extend TVET’s 

benefits. 

4. Nevertheless, in terms of earnings, secondary TVET graduates seem to do as 

well as or better than secondary general education graduates over the lifecycle of their 

careers. Evidence from the United States shows that TVET graduates spend more time in 

employment, get better jobs and earn significantly more than their general education 

counterparts (Bishop and Mane, 2004). In European countries, the wage differential that 

once existed between the two educational tracks has now closed as a result of a growing 

demand for TVET skills (Cedefop, 2013b).  

5. However, TVET and general education graduates experience different wage 

patterns across their careers. Consistent with the earlier findings on employment 

patterns, TVET graduates’ wages tend to be higher than those of general education 

graduates at the beginning of their careers, but over time the wage relationship reverses and 

general education graduates’ wages exceed those of TVET graduates (Hanushek, 

Woessmann and Zhang, 2011). The crossover age for wages comes much earlier than for 

employment rates: general education graduates begin to earn more than TVET graduates 

at around 30 years of age, with a flattening off of the wage differential between the two 

education tracks at around age 50 (Hanushek et al, 2017).  

6. Wage returns across different TVET programmes vary according to the 

following factors:  

 Qualifications level: TVET’s relative impact on wages tends to increase at higher 

education levels. For example, in France and the UK in the 1990s, secondary TVET 

graduates earned 10% less than their general education counterparts, but post-

secondary TVET graduates earned 21% more (Ryan, 2001). However, the wage 

impacts of not completing a TVET qualification are mixed: in Australia TVET 

training that does not lead to a qualification has no discernible impact on wages, 

while in Europe ever having received TVET training has a 3% positive impact on 

wages (Cedefop, 2011a; Ryan, 2002).  

 Modality of training: Students enrolled in apprenticeship programmes tend to have 

higher completion rates than students enrolled in purely school-based TVET 

programmes, because work placements make in-class learning more relevant, 

which increases students’ motivation and boosts their performance (Alet and 

Bonnal, 2011). Moreover, because of their practical skills and work experience, 
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graduates of dual training programmes tend to have better job matches and attract 

higher wages at the beginning of their working life than graduates of purely school-

based TVET programmes (Ryan, 2001). However, dual training graduates’ relative 

wage advantage tends to decline or vanish over the longer term, resulting in lifetime 

earnings that are not discernibly different to those of purely school-based TVET 

graduates (European Commission, 2013). Dual training programmes produce 

declining returns compared to school-based TVET because of their greater 

emphasis on occupation-specific versus general skills (Hanushek et al, 2017). Thus, 

some studies highlight the importance of strengthening the foundations of basic 

knowledge taught in TVET to increase graduates’ employability and wages over a 

longer lifecycle (OECD, 2006). 

 Relevance of training: Returns to TVET are higher if training closely matches 

available employment opportunities. For example, in Israel in 1983, secondary 

TVET graduates earned 8-10% more than academic high school graduates if they 

entered an occupation matching their qualifications; however, if TVET graduates 

worked in occupations unrelated to their training, there was no wage differential 

between the groups (Neuman and Ziderman, 1999).  

 Level of focus on and investment in TVET: Targeted investment to improve the 

quality of TVET, especially when combined with policies to promote TVET’s 

benefits to employers, can have a significant positive impact on graduates’ 

productivity and wage levels (Cedefop, 2011b). In the Republic of Korea, where 

the state has invested heavily in TVET to produce skilled workers for the country's 

manufacturing and construction industries, secondary TVET graduates now earn 

about 30% more than their general education counterparts (Kim, 2013).  

 Programme choice: National-level data across OECD countries suggests that 

relative wage returns to TVET vary substantially depending on students’ field of 

study (Hoeckel, 2007). For example, in Chile in 2010, returns to four different 

categories of TVET ranged from USD 114 to USD 447 per month (Bucarey Castro, 

2013). Thus, collecting and reporting data on the labour market impacts of specific 

TVET programmes can enable individuals to make more informed choices about 

their education and career. 

7. TVET’s relative impact on graduates’ employment rates and wage levels 

differs by sex. In Australia, female TVET graduates are more likely to be unemployed or 

part-time employed and to earn lower wages than male TVET graduates (NCVER, 2000; 

Watson, 2000). Similar trends have been observed in the USA, Europe and Israel (BMSFS, 

2009; Neuman and Ziderman, 2003; NWLC, 2002a). Male-female differences in labour 

market outcomes are partly the result of sex segregation in TVET: across the world, women 

tend to enrol in traditionally ‘female’ courses that do not provide them with the technical 

skills or training to access higher-wage jobs. Sex segregation in TVET takes place for a 

variety of reasons, including biased or inadequate counselling, incomplete information on 

the consequences of training choices, and sexual harassment of women who enrol in 

traditionally ‘male’ courses (NWLC, 2002b). Introducing measures to increase women’s 

access to and retention in traditionally ‘male’ TVET programmes has been shown to 

improve women’s relative labour market outcomes: countries that have implemented 

policies to reduce sex segregation in TVET and to create more female-friendly TVET 

school environments have narrower male-female employment and wage gaps (Månsson 

and Färnsveden, 2012). 
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2.2. Evidence from developing countries 

Turning now to the less well-documented experiences of developing countries, the 

following trends are evident.  

1. Formal school-based TVET is a less prevalent form of skills training than are 

informal apprenticeships, which take place outside of the formal education system.7 

The main reason for this is that in most developing countries a large proportion of young 

people do not complete lower secondary school, the minimum level for accessing most 

formal TVET programmes (Global Partnership for Education, 2014; Maclean and Pavlova, 

2013).8 By contrast, informal TVET9 – which is provided by micro or small enterprises in 

the informal sector of the economy – requires no formal qualifications and avoids the direct 

and indirect costs of formal schooling, making it the most accessible and cost-effective 

training route for young people from poor households.10  

2. Secondary school graduates across both education tracks tend to experience 

slower school-to-work transitions than their counterparts in developed countries, and 

TVET graduates tend to have lower access to decent formal sector job opportunities 

than general education graduates. In most developing countries, job growth in the formal 

sector is slow, so informal employment rates are high (Kingombe, 2012). Most secondary 

school graduates would prefer to work in the formal sector, where minimum wage rates 

and other labour regulations apply, but most formal sector employers prefer general 

education graduates to TVET graduates for historical, social and cultural reasons, as well 

as quality concerns (Atchoarena and Grootings, 2009). Hence, formal TVET graduates are 

often forced to work in informal sector jobs or, if they obtain formal jobs, end up in semi-

skilled rather than higher-skilled positions (Kingombe, 2012). However, recent studies 

show that access to well-designed labour intermediation services can reduce job 

discrimination, which affects less well-connected groups in developing countries (Mazza, 

2016).  

3. Nevertheless, wage returns to formal TVET can sometimes be higher than 

those for general education. For example, a recent review has found that returns to 

secondary TVET are higher than returns to secondary general education in Thailand, 

                                                      
7 ‘Formal TVET’ is defined as ‘instruction given in education and training institutions or specially 

designed training areas, including enterprises in formal apprenticeship systems, [where] training is 

structured and systematic and follows pre-defined content and precise learning objectives’ (ILO, 

2011). By contrast, informal apprenticeships are a traditional form of training, wherein a young 

person (the apprentice) learns the skills for a trade or craft by working alongside an experienced 

master craftsperson (ibid). 

8 Few countries in the world (24%) offer formal TVET at lower secondary level (Maclean and 

Pavlova, 2013). 

9 ‘Informal TVET’ is used interchangeably with ‘informal apprenticeships’ throughout this paper. 

Informal TVET is defined as ‘organised education and training outside of the formal education 

system where learning results from daily life activities related to work’ (UNESCO-UNEVOC, 

2014). 

10 However, there are costs to informal TVET: the trainer’s costs include the time invested in training 

as well as any allowances, in-kind remuneration (such as meals) or wages given to the trainee; and 

the trainees’ costs include their labour, plus any fees charged by their trainer or training firm (ILO, 

2011). 
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Indonesia (for older cohorts of TVET graduates), Cambodia and Turkey, but not in Iran, 

Indonesia (for younger cohorts of TVET graduates) or Tanzania (Eichhorst et al, 2012). 

4. Wage returns to formal TVET seem to vary according to the following factors:  

 Choice of programme: Wages vary by occupation, so the choice of which TVET 

programme to pursue can have a significant impact on graduates’ current and future 

earnings. In Peru in 2014, the average wage returns realised by tertiary TVET 

graduates of science, engineering and manufacturing programmes were 71%, 

compared to 49% for university graduates with degrees in the same subjects; yet 

the opposite was true for individuals who had studied arts and architecture – 

university graduates realised average wage returns of 48%, compared to 16% for 

tertiary TVET graduates (Espinoza and Urzua, 2015). Similar trends have been 

noted among upper secondary TVET graduates in Brazil in 2007: graduates of 

manufacturing programmes earned 32.9% higher wages than their general 

education counterparts, while graduates of health programmes earned 12.7% lower 

wages than their general education equivalents (Almeida et al, 2015). In many 

developing countries, social norms, quality concerns and lack of information 

concerning potential returns to specific TVET programmes have resulted in a 

limited uptake of TVET, even in fields of study where TVET returns exceed those 

of general education (Paz, 2017; Urzua, 2017).  

 Level of focus on and investment in TVET: In many developing countries, low 

returns to TVET reflect poor training quality, which in turn is the result of 

inadequate budgetary allocations and/or weak monitoring and evaluation (Ul-Haq 

and Haq, 1998). While targeted investments to improve TVET quality and promote 

TVET’s benefits to employers could enhance TVET graduates’ wage returns and 

capabilities, governments’ ability to increase TVET funding is often tied to national 

income. Thus, relative returns to TVET tend to be higher in middle-income than in 

low-income countries (Bennell, 1996). 

 Relevance of training: In many developing countries, formal TVET is publicly 

provided with little private sector involvement, which results in training being 

delinked from labour market needs and/or curricula being outdated (Glick et al, 

2015). Evidence from Brazil, Chile and Peru shows that private TVET institutions 

– in particular, those that are publicly financed but privately managed – tend to 

produce higher wage returns for TVET graduates than public TVET institutions 

(Almeida et al, 2015; Espinoza and Urzua, 2015). Returns to TVET are also higher 

if training matches available employment opportunities. Thus, upper secondary 

TVET graduates of manufacturing programmes in Brazil in 2007 earned 34.5% 

higher wages than their general education counterparts if they worked in a field 

related to their training, but only 31.8% higher wages if they worked in an unrelated 

field (Almeida et al, 2015).  

 Pathways to further education: In many developing countries, secondary TVET 

graduates do not have access to further or higher education and are thus forced to 

exit the education system earlier than secondary general education graduates, 

resulting in their lower relative wages (Adams, 2007). Where developing countries 

have taken steps to improve TVET graduates’ access to further and higher 

education, perceptions of TVET as a ‘dead end’ have changed and relative returns 

to TVET have increased (ibid.). For example, in Thailand, where upper secondary 

TVET graduates now have equivalent access to tertiary education as upper 

secondary general education graduates, TVET graduates’ wages are now higher 
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than those of general education graduates (Hawley, 2003; Moenjak and Worswick, 

2003). 

5. However, contrary to patterns observed in developed countries, in developing 

countries TVET’s relative impact on wages does not necessarily increase at higher 

qualifications levels. A study of returns to TVET in Tanzania from 1997 to 2000 showed 

that at lower levels of education returns to TVET do not significantly differ from and can 

sometimes exceed the returns to general education.  However, at higher levels of education, 

returns to general education substantially exceed the returns from TVET (Kahyarara and 

Teal, 2008). Likewise, research on returns to higher education in Chile and Colombia from 

2008 to 2010 showed that a significant proportion of tertiary-level TVET graduates would 

have been better off financially had they not invested in post-secondary training (Gonzalez-

Velosa et al, 2015). In both countries, this anomaly arose because improvements in TVET 

graduates’ access to higher education were not accompanied by sufficiently strong 

mechanisms to assure the quality and relevance of TVET training. 

6. Sex segregation in formal TVET is endemic in developing countries, so female 

TVET graduates’ employment rates and wage levels tend to be lower than those of 

male TVET graduates. In many developing countries, gender norms, standards and 

practices limit women’s access to traditionally ‘male’ TVET courses. Self-selection by 

women into less lucrative TVET programmes, combined with gender-biased labour market 

practices in most developing countries, means that female TVET graduates tend to have 

slower school-to-work transitions and obtain poorer-quality and lower-paid jobs than male 

TVET graduates (Adams, 2007). 

7. Nevertheless, possessing a TVET qualification can offer pathways to 

employment for women, thereby improving their living conditions. Evidence from 

Turkey suggests that secondary TVET has a much stronger positive impact than secondary 

general education on women’s labour market participation rates and employment 

probabilities, although not their wage levels (Tunali, 2003). Nevertheless, women’s 

employment – even at low wages – can improve women’s social standing in their 

households and communities and reduce women’s financial dependence on their male 

partners, making them less susceptible to domestic violence (World Bank, 2012). 

8. Little reliable information is available regarding the impact of informal TVET 

on graduates’ employment rates and wage levels. However, the following trends may 

be inferred: 

 Relative impact on employment: Informal TVET graduates likely have faster 

education-to-employment transitions than either formal TVET or general education 

graduates, as they are trained by employers in the largest sector of work in 

developing countries (Biavaschi et al, 2012). However, informal TVET graduates’ 

employability is dependent on not only the relevance but also the quality of the 

training they receive, which can vary considerably across training providers: some 

apprentices may be taught by skilled master craftsmen who ensure that they receive 

high quality training to become master craftsmen themselves, while others may be 

exploited as cheap labour by trainers who fail to impart their skills to keep 

apprentices dependent on them (ILO, 2011). In most countries, informal TVET 

training is not certified or recognised, which limits graduates’ labour mobility and 

access to further (formal) education, which in turn can affect their future 

employability and wage levels. 

 Relative impact on wages: Informal TVET graduates tend to earn considerably 

more than untrained workers in the informal economy, since completion of an 
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apprenticeship is often required for promotion from unskilled to skilled positions 

or to become a master craftsman (Biavaschi et al, 2012). However, they likely earn 

less than formal TVET or general education graduates, since informal TVET is 

often not linked to the formal education system, which limits informal TVET 

graduates’ access to further education and formal sector jobs. Their long-term 

wages may also be depressed compared to those of formal TVET and general 

education graduates, since informal apprenticeships normally take place in 

traditional crafts sectors, where technological innovation and productivity gains are 

low, and because lack of certification of informal TVET graduates’ skills and 

experience in many developing countries limits their access to upgrading or 

retraining opportunities.  

 Impact of sex differences: Gender discrimination combined with the preponderance 

of male-dominated trades in the informal sectors of most developing countries 

means that women often have lower access to informal apprenticeships than men 

(ILO, 2011). Women also face higher obstacles than men in getting hired following 

their training and in gaining access to well-paid jobs. In the informal sectors of most 

developing countries, men tend to be over-represented in the top-earning segment 

(employers), while women tend to be over-represented in the bottom-earning 

segments (home workers and unpaid contributing family workers); the relative 

shares of males and females in the intermediate-earning segments (own-account 

operators and wage workers) vary across sectors and countries (Månsson and 

Färnsveden, 2012). Female entrepreneurs also have lower access to credit and 

networks than male entrepreneurs, which can affect their long-term earnings 

(World Bank, 2012). 

2.3. Comparison between developed and developing countries’ experiences 

Synthesising the evidence across both developed and developing countries, the findings 

show that:  

 Formal TVET tends to result in faster school-to-work transitions and higher wages 

than general education in developed countries, but in slower school-to-work 

transitions and lower access to decent, high-quality jobs – albeit with mixed wage 

impacts – compared to general education in developing countries. The key 

differences between developed and developing countries in terms of formal 

TVET’s relative impact on employment and wages may be explained by: TVET’s 

low status (and often quality) in developing countries; limited private sector 

involvement in formal TVET in developing countries; and low availability of 

formal sector jobs, combined with low access to labour intermediation services in 

developing countries. Where developing country governments have taken steps to 

address these issues, formal TVET graduates’ returns are closer to and sometimes 

exceed those of general education graduates. 

 Both in developed and developing countries, TVET’s relative impact on graduates’ 

employability and wages is negatively affected by TVET graduates’ weaker access 

to further education than general education graduates, lack of information on the 

labour market impacts of specific TVET (and general education) programmes, and 

the failure of TVET systems to deliver the level and mix of skills demanded in the 

labour market – in particular, workplace training and general transferrable skills. 

 Informal TVET offers young people from poor families, as well as those who have 

exited the education system early, a valuable opportunity to improve their 
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employability and wages. However, informal TVET’s positive labour market 

impacts are offset by lack of consistency in training quality, low productivity and 

innovation within informal sector firms, and a lack of formal mechanisms for 

validating and certifying informal TVET graduates’ skills and experience in many 

developing countries. 

 In both developed and developing countries, women have lower access than men 

to high-performing TVET training and decent job opportunities, which limits the 

role that TVET can play in reducing poverty and inequality. Nevertheless, 

possessing a TVET qualification can open up employment opportunities for 

women, thereby raising their living standards and social standing, and can generate 

myriad non-economic benefits for women and their children.  

2.4. Key takeaways for closing the gap between developed and developing 

countries 

To close the gap between developed and developing countries in terms of TVET’s 

effectiveness in offering pathways to decent employment, there is a need for: sufficient 

political and financial commitment to raising the quality and status of TVET; greater 

private sector involvement in designing, financing and implementing TVET; better data on 

the labour market impacts of TVET (and general education) programmes; improved 

articulation between informal learning and formal skills training within a broader lifelong 

learning framework; and measures to reduce gender bias in TVET and the labour market. 

Measures to raise the productivity of informal sector firms and to promote job growth in 

the formal economy could also enhance TVET outcomes.  
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3.  TVET’s impact on poverty, inequality and social exclusion 

In addition to formal and informal TVET programmes, many countries implement non-

formal TVET11 programmes to integrate disadvantaged and/or marginalised groups into the 

labour market. Also referred to as ‘second-chance’ initiatives, these programmes aim to 

reduce poverty, inequality and social exclusion by preparing school-leavers for 

employment. While some second-chance initiatives target adults, most focus on young 

people, partly because returns to investment in training youth accrue over a longer time 

period, so tend to be higher (Carneiro and Heckman, 2003).12  

However, assessing the impacts of second-chance initiatives can be problematic, since the 

evidence base on these programmes tends to be patchy. For example, while every 

intervention included in the World Bank’s Youth Employment Inventory (YEI) in 2014 had 

been subject to some kind of evaluation, only 12% had been rigorously evaluated using a 

methodology (for example, control groups) to estimate net impact, and only 3% had been 

subject to a cost-benefit analysis as well as an impact evaluation (Rinne and Eichhorst, 

2015).13 Rigorous evaluations exist mainly for programmes implemented in developed 

countries, but are rare for those in developing countries.  

3.1. Impact on poverty 

Nevertheless, trends observed across evaluations of youth-focused second-chance 

initiatives suggest that the programmes tend to be effective in reducing poverty among 

beneficiaries. For example, the majority (76%) of interventions included in the YEI have 

had a positive impact on participants’ employment rates and/or wage levels; only 8% of 

interventions have had a negative impact, while 16% have had no impact (Rinne and 

Eichhorst, 2015). The programmes’ positive effects have been greater in developing 

countries than in developed countries. A systematic review of 97 youth-focused active 

labour market programmes worldwide confirms these results: it found that skills training 

programmes have had a positive impact on participants’ employment and wages, especially 

in low- and middle-income countries (OECD, 2016). Likewise, a meta-analysis of 113 

impact evaluations representing 107 youth-focused interventions in 31 countries concluded 

that both skills training and entrepreneurship promotion initiatives have had a positive and 

statistically significant impact on participants’ employment and earnings, with a higher 

impact on their earnings than on their employment and with larger programme effects in 

                                                      
11 ‘Non-formal TVET’ is defined as ‘organised and systematic learning activity conducted outside 

the formal education system' (UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2014). Professional development programmes 

fall under the heading of non-formal TVET but are not covered in this section, since they tend to 

benefit educated workers rather than school-leavers (Vignoles et al, 2004). 

12 Another reason is that, in most countries, youth unemployment rates exceed adult rates (ILO, 

2014a). 

13 The Youth Employment Inventory (YEI) is a database of post-formal schooling interventions 

designed to facilitate the transition of disadvantaged youth into the labour market. In 2014 the YEI 

consisted of 730 youth-focused interventions, of which 82% involved some form of skills training 

(Rinne and Eichhorst, 2015). 
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low- and middle-income countries than in high-income countries (Kluve et al, 2017; Kluve, 

2016). 

3.2. Impact on inequality 

Impact assessments show that second-chance initiatives can also play a role in reducing 

inequality. The meta-analysis of 113 impact evaluations representing 107 youth-focused 

interventions concluded that skills training programmes have had the greatest positive 

impacts on the most disadvantaged youth – those from low-income households, with low 

levels of education and/or exhibiting strong disadvantages in the labour market (Kluve et 

al, 2017; Kluve, 2016). It also found that skills training programmes often lead to an 

improvement in the quality of jobs (as measured by contract and job type) that participants 

obtain, especially in low- and middle-income countries. A review of youth training 

programmes in the Latin America and the Caribbean region found similar results: that the 

initiatives have had a greater positive impact on the labour market outcomes of the most 

disadvantaged groups – such as women, the youngest and the least educated – compared to 

other beneficiary groups (OECD, 2016). However, the review noted that employment, 

formality and wage effects differ across subgroups: for example, female beneficiaries tend 

to experience larger employment and wage gains than male beneficiaries, while male 

participants tend to obtain better quality jobs than female participants. 

3.3. Impact on social exclusion 

Impact evaluations also suggest that second-chance initiatives can promote inclusion and 

engender healthier and more peaceful attitudes and behaviours. Well-designed skills 

training interventions have been found to increase young people’s economic, social and 

political engagement in addition to improving their employment outcomes (Offerdahl et al, 

2014). Moreover, simply participating in non-formal TVET has been shown to raise the 

self-esteem and social standing of marginalised youth in fragile and conflict-affected 

settings (Petersen, 2013). Some of the reported positive impacts of multi-component 

second-chance initiatives – which combine, for example, TVET, life skills training, 

mentoring and conflict mediation – include better personal hygiene and protective sexual 

practices, decreased levels of depression and aggression, greater positivity about the future, 

less aggressive or violent behaviours, and a higher propensity among participants to 

contribute to their local community (USAID, 2013).  

3.4. Key takeaways for improving TVET’s positive impacts 

Studies show that second-chance initiatives with the following features have the greatest 

positive economic and social impacts. First, comprehensive interventions that combine in-

class learning with on-the-job training and labour intermediation services have more 

positive impacts on employability, earnings and especially job quality than programmes 

offering in-class training only (OECD, 2016; Fares and Puerto, 2009). Second, in terms of 

course content, programmes that include training in entrepreneurship and emphasise soft 

skills as well as technical skills have a more positive impact on employability, especially 

in low- and middle-income countries, than programmes without these components (Kluve 

et al, 2017; Kluve, 2016). Holistic programmes combining TVET, literacy and life skills 

training have the greatest positive impacts on participants’ economic and social wellbeing 
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(Jimenez et al, 2007).14 Third, entrepreneurship initiatives that offer start-up grants to 

mitigate the capital constraints faced by disadvantaged youth have a more positive impact 

on employability and business performance (profits and sales) than programmes without 

this feature (Kluve et al, 2017). Fourth, initial TVET programmes with a duration of four 

months or more, regardless of the number of training components that they include, have 

been found to have better labour market effects than shorter programmes (Kluve et al, 

2017). Fifth, programmes that target specific groups and provide training stipends have 

been found to be more cost-effective than programmes with looser targeting and no 

participation incentives (OECD, 2016). Sixth, programmes that engage the private sector 

in their design and implementation have more positive impacts on employability, earnings 

and job quality than programmes with no private sector involvement (OECD, 2016; 

Jimenez et al, 2007). Finally, improving the articulation of second-chance initiatives with 

the formal education system by developing uniform standards and related testing and 

certification processes increase and extend programmes’ positive impacts (Jimenez et al, 

2007). 

                                                      
14 According to the World Bank, combining livelihood skills training with adult literacy education 

can improve the living conditions of disadvantaged groups in three main ways: first, through an 

“empowerment effect”, whereby learners’ enhanced confidence and social resources motivate them 

to take initiatives to improve their livelihoods; second, through their new skills giving learners a 

competitive edge in market transactions in the informal economy; and third, because learning new 

vocational skills can lead to more productive agricultural or livestock practices. 
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4.  Unleashing TVET’s potential for fostering inclusive growth at the local 

level in the ASEAN region: key findings and good practice examples 

4.1. Key findings on TVET’s role in fostering inclusive growth at the local 

level in the ASEAN region 

The evidence presented in this paper suggests that TVET could be a powerful tool for 

addressing multiple developmental challenges and fostering inclusive growth at the local 

level in the ASEAN region. The findings of international studies show that:  

 Formal TVET may be more effective than general education for tackling 

unemployment and underemployment, especially among women and youth, and 

providing graduates with pathways to decent employment, especially if the private 

sector is involved in the design and delivery of skills training and if TVET attracts 

sufficient political and financial commitment to raise the quality of programmes.  

 Informal and non-formal TVET can play a role in reducing poverty, inequality and 

social exclusion by offering disadvantaged and marginalised groups the 

opportunity to acquire work-relevant skills, especially if graduates’ skills and 

experience are formally assessed and certified.  

However, TVET has not yet had a significant positive impact in the ASEAN region, partly 

because formal TVET enrolment rates are low. With the exception of Indonesia, upper 

secondary TVET enrolment rates across the region are low, falling below the world average 

(see Figure 4.1). In every country for which there is data, apart from Lao PDR, a higher 

share of male students participate in TVET than female students, and female TVET 

enrolment rates fall below both the world and developing country averages, except in 

Indonesia. Participation in TVET tends to be lower, with wider gender gaps favouring men, 

than participation in general secondary education (see Figure 4.2).  

Another issue concerns regional disparities within countries in access to formal (and non-

formal) TVET. For example, in Vietnam, access to TVET is more restricted in rural areas 

than in urban areas, irrespective of gender (Figure 4.3). Young people living in underserved 

areas that wish to learn the skills needed for a trade must therefore rely on informal TVET. 

After all, informal apprenticeships should (at least in theory) be available wherever there 

are MSEs – thus, both in rural areas (associated with agricultural work) and in regions that 

are underserved by formal and/or non-formal TVET opportunities. 
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Figure 4.1. TVET enrolments as a percentage of gross upper secondary enrolments, by sex, 

in 2015 

 

Source: UNESCO Institute of Statistics (2018), UIS.Stat database (accessed 13 March 2018). 

Figure 4.2. Gross upper secondary enrolment ratio, by sex, 2015 

 

Source: UNESCO Institute of Statistics (2018), UIS.Stat database (accessed 13 March 2018). 
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Figure 4.3. Access to TVET in Vietnam, by location and sex, SY2007 

 

Note: SY = School year 

Source: ADB (2014b), Technical and Vocational Education and Training in the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam: 

An Assessment | Asian Development Bank, Asian Development Bank, 

https://www.adb.org/publications/technical-and-vocational-education-and-training-socialist-republic-viet-

nam-assessment (accessed on 02 March 2018). 

In some countries, a lack of funds or underfunding of TVET relative to general education 

has affected TVET access and/or quality. Since TVET funding is often tied to national 

income, the poorer countries in the region often struggle to provide access to quality TVET, 

which explains why the TVET enrolment rate in Lao PDR is significantly lower than in the 

other ASEAN countries shown in Figure 4.1. Financial constraints inevitably affect TVET 

quality: for example, in both Myanmar and the Philippines, staff salaries and benefits 

account for the bulk (71% or more) of spending in publicly-funded TVET programmes, 

leaving little money for staff training, learning materials, buildings and equipment (Palmer, 

2017).  

One important aspect of skills development is the responsiveness of TVET systems to the 

needs of local businesses and employers, as well as the aspirations of TVET learners. Yet 

TVET systems in the region tend to lack close partnerships between stakeholders, such as 

policymakers, employers, youth and local officials (Barr and Attrey, 2017). Moreover, as 

in other developing regions, countries in the ASEAN region do not have a strong tradition 

in social dialogue involving employer and worker organisations (OECD/ILO, 2017). 

Despite these issues, a recent survey of ASEAN employers suggests that TVET is both 

valued and relatively well regarded in the region (ILO, 2014b). For example, the employers 

that were surveyed ranked ‘vocational training’ as the second most important type of 

training needed by workers, behind ‘management and leadership preparation’.15 Moreover, 

TVET graduates were judged to be more employable than high school graduates in every 

                                                      
15 ‘Customer service’ was cited as the third most important type of training needed. 
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country covered by the survey and more employable than college graduates in every 

country, apart from the Philippines and Cambodia (see Figure 4.4). 

Figure 4.4. Employers' perceptions of education/training relevance, by track and level 

% of employers who agree or strongly agree that the graduates meet their needs, by education type and level 

  

Source: ILO (2014b) Survey of ASEAN employers. Authors' calculations 

However, only around half (53%) of employers across the region agreed or strongly agreed 

with the statement that vocational education and training adequately matches their needs 

(Figure 4.5). Variation across countries in terms of employers’ agreement with the 

statement partly reflects wealth differences. For example, 90% of employers in Singapore 

agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, compared to just over one-third in Myanmar 

and Cambodia (see Figure 4.4). The trends shown in Figure 4.5 indicate that there is still 

room for improvement across the region in terms of ensuring that TVET systems address 

and meet the needs of employers. 
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Figure 4.5. Employers’ level of agreement that TVET matches their skills needs 

 

Source: ILO (2014b) Survey of ASEAN employers, Figure 9  

To recap the findings of Sections 2 and 3 of this paper, some of the key ways to unleash 

TVET’s potential for fostering inclusive growth at the local level include: improved 

political and financial commitment to raising the quality and status of TVET; increased 

private sector involvement in TVET financing, planning and implementation; improved 

guidance counselling and better data on the labour market and the returns to specific TVET 

programmes; uniform, recognised quality standards and related testing and certification 

processes; improved articulation between non-formal/informal learning and formal skills 

training within a broader lifelong learning framework; participation incentives (such as 

training stipends) to improve access to TVET by disadvantaged groups; and measures to 

reduce gender bias in TVET as well as in the labour market. Measures to raise the 

productivity of informal sector firms and promote job growth in the formal economy could 

also enhance TVET outcomes. In terms of training content, TVET programmes with the 

following features have been found to be most effective: comprehensive interventions 

combining in-class learning with on-the-job training and labour intermediation services; 

programmes offering training in literacy and soft/life skills, as well as technical skills; and 

entrepreneurship initiatives that include measures (such as start-up grants) to mitigate 

capital constraints. 

4.2. Examples of good practice in the ASEAN region 

Good practice examples demonstrating how some ASEAN countries have used TVET to 

improve economic and social outcomes are presented in Table 4.1 below. 
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Table 4.1. Examples of good practice from the ASEAN region for harnessing TVET’s 

potential for promoting inclusive growth at the local level 

Programme 
name (country) 

Theme Programme description Outcomes 

Gender 
Responsive 

Economic Actions 
for the 

Transformation of 
Women (GREAT 
Women) project 

(Philippines)  

Empowering 
women 

The main aim of the GREAT Women project is to improve 
women's labour force engagement through 
entrepreneurship. The project began in 2006 and 
provides technical assistance and capacity-building 
programs to support national government agencies in 
promoting women's economic participation. 

Core elements of the programme include: 

• Strengthening the knowledge and awareness of 
government officials in relation to gender analysis; 
integrating gender in micro-enterprise development; and 
gender sensitive planning and budgeting. 
• Supporting education and skills development of 
women micro-entrepreneurs and employees.  Examples 
include: sponsoring women to attend trade fairs and 
exhibitions for product development, promotion and 
market expansions; negotiation skills training; tailored 
technical support and training in different localities. 
• Public-private collaboration: Conduct 
entrepreneurship training in collaboration with the 
University of Philippines Institute for Small Scale 
Industries and the Technical Education and Skills 
Development Agency's Women's Centres.   

N/A 

Strengthening 
Technical and 

Vocational 
Education and 

Training (STVET) 
project  

(Cambodia)  

Empowering 
women 

The STVET project, which ran from 2010 to 2015, was 
funded by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), executed 
by the Ministry of Labor and Vocational Training and 
implemented by Directorate General of TVET. The project 
had three intended outputs: 1) industry-relevant formal 
training programs; 2) high quality non-formal training; 3) 
improved institutional capacity for TVET management. In 
addition, the project had a focus on gender equality to 
combat low female participation and sex segregation in 
TVET.   

Several elements of the program were successful in 
increasing access to TVET, particularly by females:  

• Expansion of training centres across regions 
(facilities, equipment, trainings) by achieving a better 
balance in the number of female and male teaching and 
administrative staff. 
• Increased access to non-formal TVET through the 
Voucher Skills Training Program (VSTP), which 
delivered: i) community-based learning; ii) enterprise-
based on-the-job training; iii) centre-based courses. 
• Training modules without gender stereotyping and 
bias. 
• Introduction of competency-based vocational 
training certificates as the basic mid-level qualification 
(following approval of the Cambodian Qualifications 
Framework in 2012, which includes recognition of prior 
learning). 
• Higher enrolment rate of women in business and 
ICT courses. 
• Gender-disaggregated performance indicators 
relating to TVET program efficiency, outcomes and 
effectiveness.  
• Gender-neutral social marketing campaign. 

Following the project, 
there was a 21% 
increase in females 
graduating with formal 
TVET qualifications. 
Nearly two-thirds of 
the participants in the 
demand-driven 
Voucher Skills 
Training Program 
(VSTP) were female. 

 

REACH  

(Vietnam) 

Empowering 
youth 

REACH, a local non-governmental organization, trains 
young people – especially those from low-income 

Since 2008, REACH 
has trained about 
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Source: GREAT Women project (ADB, 2013a; UNESCAP, 2013); STVET (ADB (2016); ADB (2013b)); 

REACH (UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2017); Jobstart programme (OECD/ADB, 2017); CET (UNESCO, 2016b).

households – for jobs in ICT and service industries (the 
two industries with increasing skills demand).  

The programme is designed in line with these aims: 

• To target disadvantaged youth, REACH 
collaborates with local organizations and community 
leaders to find out where youth frequently gather and visit 
those places.  

• To ensure that training curricula are responsive to 
employers' needs and calibrated to market demand, 
REACH partners with more than 1,000 companies to 
identify the skills in demand.   

• To minimize dropout, REACH provides counselling 
and support alongside skills training.  

• REACH maintains contact with former graduates 
and trainees to provide ongoing support as well as to 
construct an alumni network for future cohorts.   

1,200 young people 
annually through 
courses lasting 3 to 5 
months. 

 

In 2016, 80% of 
REACH graduates 
found a job within 6 
months of completing 
the program.  

Jobstart 

(Philippines) 

Empowering 
youth 

The JobStart Programme is open to participants aged 18 
to 24 years old, who are high school graduates, 
unemployed, neither studying nor undergoing training at 
the time of registration, and have less than one year or no 
work experience. 

The Programme provides a range of labour 
intermediation services, such as registration, client 
assessment, life skills training with one-on-one career 
coaching, technical training, job matching, and referrals 
to employers. 

Employers are allowed to hire JobStart trainees up to a 
maximum of 20% of their total workforce, for a period not 
exceeding three months or 600 hours, with a commitment 
to pay at least 75% of the applicable daily minimum wage. 

Among at least 1,600 
youths, 1,471 gained 
internships and job 
placements after 
training completion, 
and 51% of them were 
females.  

 

Continuing 
Education Training 

(CET) portal 
(Singapore) 

Aligning with 
employers' 

skill demand 

In 2015, the Ministry of Education in Singapore launched 
a new website that provides access to continuing 
education and training across all industries 
(www.getcet.sg). CET is a professional development 
portal that helps working adults keep their skills relevant 
and upgrade their skills amidst technological advances 
and shifts in the economic landscape. 

Post-Secondary Education Institutes (PSEIs) in 
Singapore offer a wide range of CET programmes 
including: MOE-subsidised courses that lead to 
qualifications such as Nitec and Diploma; Workforce 
Skills Qualification courses subsidised by the Singapore 
Workforce Development Agency; and professional short 
courses. 

N/A 

http://www.getcet.sg/
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5.  Conclusion and recommendations for further research and analysis 

This paper has identified the main developmental challenges that have resulted in growing 

wealth disparities within countries in the ASEAN region and has reviewed evidence from 

international experience to show how TVET systems can be strengthened to increase 

TVET’s effectiveness in addressing these challenges and fostering inclusive growth at the 

local level. The paper has also provided brief context of the TVET situation in the region 

and presented good practice examples from across the region to illustrate how some 

ASEAN countries have used TVET to improve economic and social outcomes.  

However, the paper provides only a broad and general overview of the context and 

usefulness of TVET in the region, so further research and analysis are required to deepen 

and extend its findings. Suggested areas for future research and analysis include: 

 Analysis of the potential costs and benefits of proposed solutions to challenges in 

the TVET sector – for example, the potential negative and positive implications of 

new technology on skills and jobs in the future 

 Collection of further good practice examples showing how countries, regions and 

cities have used TVET to improve local economic and social outcomes 

 Exploration of the potential for, as well as challenges inherent in, adapting and 

transferring good practices across countries in the region, especially from the 

wealthiest to the poorest CLMV (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam, or 

CLMV) countries 

 Further analysis of TVET institutional arrangements within the ASEAN region to 

identify system design and funding policy principles to improve the quality and 

access of local programmes 

 A mapping of donor activities in the TVET sector, across and within countries in 

the region to understand the role of the NGO sector in expanding TVET quality 
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