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Knowledge and skills for employment

Introduction

Knowledge and skills are the engine of economic growth and social development. By making
individuals employable, education and traning hep them gain access to decent work and escape
poverty and margindization. Education and traning also improve individuads productivity and
income-earning opportunities at work, their mobility in the labour market and widen their choice of
career opportunities. By investing in their human resources, enterprises are e to improve
productivity, and compete successfully in increasingly integrated world markets. It is only by
increesing invesment in knowledge and <kills that governments, enterprises and individuas can
improve an economy's competitiveness and ensure decent employment outcomes for dl.  However,
regping the benefits of training in terms of improved productivity often depends on the strength and
operation of the system of indudtria relaions and on the choice of compatible sysems of production,
work, recruitment and compensation. In order to be effective, education and training must form an
integral part of a comprehensve set of economic, labour market, community development and other
policies for employment and growth.

Developments

School enrolment varies widdy between rich and poor countries. Enrolment in high- income
countries in primary education is universd; in secondary education, dmost universd; and in tertiary
education is approaching 50 per cent of the relevant age group. Some 98 per cent of the adult
population in these countries are literate. By contrast, in the least developed countries, primary
education enrolments were, in 1997, some 71.5 per cent, secondary education enrolments 16.4 per
cent and tertiary education enrolments a mere 3.2 per cent (UNESCO, 2000). Badc literacy, an
essentid requirement for employability and access to decent work in today's world, eludes as many
as 40 per cent of adults in sub-Saharan Africa and dmost haf the adult population in Southern Asia
Indeed, the absolute number in this Stuation increased in the 1990s. Women are nearly aways
worse affected than men. Advanced countries invest at least 20 times more per student in education
and training than the least developed countries. However, basic and secondary education enrolment
is ridng worldwide - sub-Saharan Africa being a dgnificant exception; in that region enrolments in
primary education declined from 59 per cent in 1980 to 51 per cent in 1992 (The World Bank:
Education Sector Strategy, 1999). But, in generd, as stressed in the scenarios, the education
endowment of new labour force entrants will rise subgtantially. Nonetheless, some 113 million
children are not in primary education.

Major forces driving changes in the world of work, such as globalization and rapid advances
in technology, have several important implications for <ills demand and human resources
devdlopment and training.  Firdly, the use of new technologies, especidly ICT, new manufacturing
processes and new modes of work organization have led to a ills intengfication of nationa
economies and an increase in the demand for higher kills. But education and training systems are
druggling to keep up. This condantly changing Stuation means a continued <kills gap. In the
developed countries, there has generdly been a reduction in the demand for unskilled labour and a



rise in the market value of advanced skills and workplace competencies.

Secondly, growing international competition from lower cost competitors is forcing domestic
firms to adopt more efident technologies and modes of production. In Thailand a study of training
in smdl and medium enterprises (SMEs) found that export-driven companies were faced with the
same chdlenges as SMEs in Europe B the need to achieve an internationd qudity recognition
benchmark such as 1SO 9000 with its corresponding implications for skill development and training.
Global exposure adso brings an opportunity to learn from competitors and to improve the
organization of work, provided that the workforce is adequately educated and trained. A problem for
many smal and medium-sized firms, however, is that they have only limited cgpacity to correct ther
kills shortages. They often try to hire workers away from other companies in reated fields, which
results in companies trying to outbid one another instead of cooperating to raise the overall number
of skilled workers.

Thirdly, many enterprises are introducing new organizationa and workplace practices. These
practices include flatter hierarchical structures, a growing emphasis on teamwork by workers with
a lid genera education supplemented by specidized multiple skills developed through continuous,
learning, saf-managed work teams, frequent communication of business information throughout the
organization; and, where possible, a commitment to employment security.

However, the downside of dl these developments has often been a polarization in the labour
markets of both indudtridized and developing countries, and increasing economic inequality between
nations. Workplace-based learning and training only reach a minority of workers, even in the
advanced economies. Youth unemployment continues to be a mgor chalenge in most countries.
Margindization and social excluson threaten many people with litle education and few skills. In
many developing countries, particularly in those with little or no economic growth, the bulk of the
rapidly expanding labour force is, by necessity, absorbed in the informa sector, where, with few
skills, they are bound to eke out a meagre living in low productivity work. Capita flows that are
directed predominantly to countries with the requisite labour skills and the “Abrain” drain from
developing to indudtridized countries, have further exacerbated labour market polarization on an
international scale.

Education and training sysems face a dua chdlenge. On the one hand, education and
traning should develop and haness the knowledge and abilities of individuds to saize the
opportunities that globdization and the opening up of markets can offer. On the other hand,
education and training have a socia function to ensure peopl€’s access to learning opportunities and
combat socia excluson and discrimination. The challenge of the brain drain can be addressed by
pursuing strategies which offer people job and market opportunities at home and which are
underpinned by quality education, training and labour market inditutions.

Global and regional strategies
Internationa agencies are supporting countries in their efforts of education and training

system reform.  UNESCO's Education for All Forum in Dakar in 2000 cdled on al countries to
commit themsalves to education for all with goals and targets for every citizen and for every society.
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The targets set by the Framework include a 50 per cent improvement in adult literacy by 2015,
especidly for women, and equitable access to basic and continuing education for dl adults, universal
access to primary education for dl children by 2015; and dimination of gender disparities in primary
and secondary education by 2005. Nationd, regiona and internationa mechanisms are being
gdvanized for advocacy, resource mobilization and knowledge generation and sharing. The ILO is
supporting these efforts by: (i) advocating the key role of basic educdtion in laying the foundations
of an individud’s employability, in the context of the new ILO Human Resources Development
Recommendation; and (ii) strengthening its collaboration with UNESCO (see box 1) and its
International Centre for Technica and Vocational Education and Training in promoting access of
adults and youth to employment through the creation of opportunities for skills and knowledge
development.

ILO and UNESCO: A new strategic alliance on technical
and vocational education and training

TheILO and UNESCO, in order to develop and strengthen their collaboration on technical and vocational education
and training, haverecently (July 2001) agreed to formajoint Working Group on Technical Education and Vocational
Training. Its purposeis to promote and reinforce cooperation between the ILO and UNESCO in the areaof technical
and vocational education and training for the world of work. The Working Group has agreed to concentrate on a
number of concrete, joint technical activities as apractical meansof strengthening the cooperation between the two
organizations. These activities include: developing a set of model ‘ core work skills'; strengthening school to work
transitionthrough careerdevel opment; technicalandvocational education for girls; and the devel opment of aRegional
Qualifications Framework for Southern Africa. In arecent visit to the ILO, UNESCO's Assistant Director General
for Education, Sir John Daniel, welcomed the practical approach taken by the Working Group to reinforce
collaboration between the organisations.

Education is centra to the World Bank’s agenda. The long-term goa of the World Bank’s
Education Strategy is to ensure that everyone completes basic education, acquires foundation skills
and has further opportunities to learn advanced skills throughout their life. After a fdl in the volume
of lending for vocationd training in the late 1980s, due to a new emphasis on primary education and
a quedioning of traditiona approaches to training, annua lending increased again to just under
US$H400 millionin 1995-98. However, this is only a smal percentage of the Bank’s totd educationa
lending. The bulk goes to primary education (more than 30 per cent) and to secondary education
(some 20 per cent).

Recently (July 2001), the High-Level Pand on Youth Employment recommended that the
heads of the United Nations, the World Bank and the ILO invite al Heads of State and Government
to mobilize al naiond and loca actors to, inter dia, make basic education, initid training and
lifdong learning opportunities more accessble to young men and women. These recommendations
are being followed up by concrete technica co-operation activities.

The Lisbhon European Council - An Agenda for Economic and Social Renewal for Europe,
presented at the Special European Council in Lisbon, in 2000, saw employment as a mgor chalenge
and called on countries to reorient their policies to capture the benefits of the new knowledge-based
society. The Council stressed that education and training was “the best investment for the knowledge
economy”. The Council set clear targets for employment and education, including: al schools to
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be connected to the Internet by 2001; digitd literacy skills for al school leavers by 2003, and for dl
workers by 2005.

Thekey question

What policies and measures can be developed, by governments and the social partners, to
encourage enterprises and individuds to invest more in knowledge and skills in order to improve
productivity and competitiveness and facilitate employability through lifelong learning?

ILO response

Many countries, both indudridized and developing, have embarked upon a range of
education and traning policy and sysem reforms to address the chalenges of promoting
employatility, productivity and socid incluson (see box 2). Many of these reforms have a solid base
in socid didogue. Reforms endeavour to improve the relevance, effectiveness and equity outcomes
of education and training. They aso am at increasing invesment in training by dl parties concerned,
in particular the private sector and individuds themselves. These reforms target the systems of
generd education, the systems of vocationa education and initid training and the (nascent) systems
of further education and traning and lifdong learning. For example, inditutional approaches that
have proven effective in ensuring young people access to qudity employment - like the school-to-
work trandtion schemes, induding apprenticeship in Germany, and recruitment linkages between
schools and employers in Japan - are being emulated elsewhere. Countries need to establish policies
that lay a solid foundetion for employability, eg. by indilling "core sills' (eg. ability to identify,
andyse and s0lve problems, the capacity to learn to learn, communication skills, the ability to use
technology etc.). These core skills are prerequisites for acquiring advanced skills and for making
use of new technologies.

Box 2
Reforming the systems of vocational education and initial training

Despite some successful reforms, such as those in Australia, Chile and South Africa, reforming national
vocational education and training systems is proving to be very difficult. The major challenge is for the national
systems to beflexible and responsive to the needs of the local labour market, while developing the knowledge and
skills to enable the workforce to compete in the global economy. A particular problem that these reforms have
addressed, with varying success, is the emphasis that should be placed on general academic education and the
development of transferabl e skills on the one hand, and on occupationally-oriented training on the other, in orderto
facilitatethe smooth transition from school to work and enhance employability. Many countrieshave alsointegrated
workplace-basedlearning and traininginto the vocational education curriculum. Germany isperhapsthebest example
of this approach. Australia, Chileand Sweden haveintroduced competitive bidding among publicand privatetraining
providersin order to encourage them to improve theefficiency, quality and labour market relevance of their training
programmes.

A mgor feature of education and training reforms should be sharing respongbilities for
invesing in education and training and, in particular, lifdong learning (see box 3), through various
forms of partnerships between the State, the socid partners, individuds and other stakeholders. The
state has to assume primary responsbility for basic education and to promote equal opportunities in
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traning by targeting women, young people, older workers, people with disbilities and otherwise
contributing to overcoming discrimingtion. The private sector needs to assume a greater share of the
burden of finendng the workplace and lifdong learning needs of ther daff. Where feasible, the
individua worker should be asked to assume a greater responghbility for her or his sdlf-development
and be helped by the appropriate workers organization. Access to lifelong learning opportunities
has particular dgnificance for women, who, more than men, are likely to leave and re-enter the
workforce at different stages in thar life cycle.  The ILO is developing a database on current
expenditures on vocational and continuing training, and a series of benchmarks on investment in
traning, differentiated by different regions of the world, Sze of companies and sector of industry.
This will dlow the ILO to advocate useful investments in skills and knowledge and promote them
through technica cooperation.

A common difficulty for training reform is to achieve adequate invetment in training. A
number of incentive mechanisms have been used to encourage enterprises develop thar human
resources, with varying success (tax exemption, grants, levies, etc). Bipartite and tripartite collective
agreements have aso been used to raise enterprise contributions to learning and training over and
above any obligatory statutory contributions. Increasingly individuals are being encouraged to invest
in their own learning and sdf-improvement. Sweden and the United Kingdom are experimenting
with insruments (e.g. “individua learning accounts’) to encourage persond savings which can fund
the learning that would hep workers remain economicaly productive. Recognizing the critica role
of invesment in education and traning for employment creation, especidly in least developed
countries, the ILO’'s Workers Group is preparing a proposal for the establishment of a World
Education Fund to assst these countries.

Box 3
Systems of further education and training and lifelong lear ning

The objective toprovideall individuals with learning opportunities during their life time is ambitious, and so
far most countries have had only modest success. Lifelong learning still has a considerable way to go to move
beyond mere rhetoric. Legal provisions to guarantee the right to lifelong learning, however, have been enacted in
several countries, mostly OECD member countries, but also some developing countries, e.g. Benin, South Africa
and Argentina. Other reforms have focussed, in particular, on expanding private and enterprise training provision.
Various policies and instruments have been put into effect, again withvarying success, including the privatization
of training institutions and entire training systems. In many developing countries, training institutions increasingly
provide training for informal sector entrepreneurs and workers, who constitute the vast bulk of their labour force.

The development of a nationd qudifications framework is in the interest of enterprises and
workers as it fadlitates lifdong learning, helps enterprises and employment agencies match kill
demand with supply, and guides individuds in their choice of training and career. The framework
should include a credible, far and transparent sysem of assessment of skills learned and
competencies gained, irrespective of how and where they have been learned, e.g. through formal and
non-forma education and traning, work experience and on-the-job learning. Every person should
have the opportunity to have his or her experiences and skills gained through work, through everyday
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activities or through forma and non-formal training assessed, recognized and certified. The ILO is
edablishing a database on best practices in developing a naiond qudifications framework,
conducting a generd study on the comparability of different nationd qudifications frameworks and
will undertake research into the recognition of prior learning. France was one of the fird countries
to enact a law which entitles people to have their skills and experience assessed, irrespective of how
these kills were acquired. In some countries, eg. Audrdia, South Africa and the United Kingdom,
assessment mechanisms to recognize prior learning form one dement of ther emerging nationd
qudifications frameworks.

Socia didogue, consultation and both bipartite and tripartite collective agreements have a
great potential to indude the socd partners in influencing policy on training for employment and
in rasng invesment in traning. For example, effective links between economic and employment
growth strategies, and education and training polices and programmes, are best assured in the context
of socid didogue and partnerships. The experiences of Germany and Irdand suggest that strong
commitment, and socid didogue and partnership, have been decisive in making apprenticeship an
effective mechanism of tranamitting skills and developing people’'s employability. In South Africa,
the socia partners identify education and training priorities at sector leve, trandate these into new
programmes and funding arrangements, and aso set particular equity targets in order to address the
needs of the vulnerable and disadvantaged. The ILO asssts governments and the socia partners in
cregting a favourable environment for effective socid didogue and partnerships in the training fidd.
Through capacity-building, training and advisory activities, the ILO empowers its condtituents to
engage in a meaningful dialogue. The responghilities in basic and continuous education and training,
induding funding responsbilities, of the socia partners and other stakeholders will be identified in
the ILO’ s forthcoming Human Resources Devel opment Recommendation.

Policy challenges

. Investment in education and training. There is a critical need for a greater overall
investment in education and training, particularly in developing countries, for all people
(including women and groups with special needs, such as people with disabilities).
Education and training investments should be closely linked to economic and employment
growthstrategiesand programmes. Responsibility should be shared between thegover nment
(primary responsibility), enterprises, the social partners, and the individual.

. Basic education, literacy and core skills. Literacy and basic education cannot be
leapfrogged. Urgent reforms are needed to improve basic education and the literacy of
people in the poorest countries. The development of "core work skills* (such as
communication, problem solving, etc.) is an important part of the reform to prepare
individuals for the knowledge and skills-based society.

. Reforming vocational education and training systems. To make lifelong learning for all a
reality, countries will need to make major reforms of their vocational and education and
training systems. School-to-work schemesfor young people should integrateeducation with
wor kplacelearning. Training systemsneed to becomemor e flexible and responsivetorapidly
changing skill requirements. Reforms should also focus on how learning can be facilitated,



not just on training for specific occupational categories.

Recognizing an individual's skills. Many people have acquired skills from a wide range of
non-traditional sources, but these go largely unrecognised. Itiscritical that people should
be able to have their skills recognized as part of a national qualifications framework,
irrespective of where the skills were obtained.

Social dialogue on training. There is an urgent need to involve the social partners more
closaly in discussions on training policy and skills development, if the desired reforms and
increased investment are tobecomeareality. Itisclear that governments can no longer be
the sole voices on education and training. The more successful training systems are
underpinned by a strong social dialogue process.



