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Young people around the world face substantial chal-
lenges in their transition from school to work. Many 
of them, especially youth from disadvantaged back-
grounds, leave formal education prematurely, lacking 
the foundational skills needed to succeed on the job. In 
other words, the learning crisis manifests itself in the 
labor market. As a result, many become unemployed or 
stuck in low-wage, unstable, informal-sector jobs that 
offer them few opportunities to strengthen their skills. 
But the same can happen even to secondary school 
graduates, if they cannot fulfill labor market needs.

When young people leave formal education, they 
usually take one of three paths to employment. Some 
join the labor market without any further education or 
training. For them, workplace training is an important 
way to build skills. Others enroll in formal technical 
or vocational training programs that build the skills 
required for specific fields or occupations of interest.1 
These programs usually result in a formal technical 
qualification or an industry-recognized certification. 
Finally, a smaller group postpones looking for work or 
enrolling in further education and training. Three types 
of job training programs can help youth improve along 
these paths: 

•  Workplace training can benefit both workers and 
firms, yet it is not widely available to young adults.

•  Short-term job training programs often have lim-
ited impacts, but careful program design could help 
improve outcomes.

•  Technical and vocational education and training 
(TVET) offers a viable path, but only when programs 
are designed and implemented in partnership with 
employers. 

Workplace training can help 
young people develop skills, 
yet few benefit from it 
Workplace training deepens workers’ skills and raises 
firms’ productivity.2 It can increase workers’ output 
by 10 percent or more, which is similar in magnitude 
to the payoff from investments in physical capital.3 In 
Latin America and the Caribbean, a 1 percent increase in 
the proportion of trained workers in large firms raised 
productivity by 0.7 percent.4 In Mexico, investments in 
training increased productivity and firm-level wages 
by 4–7 percent for manufacturing workers.5 Similarly, 
returns were 7.7 percent in Malaysia and 4.5 percent 
in Thailand for workers holding a secondary educa-
tion qualification or more.6 In Kenya and Zambia, 
workplace training was associated with a 20 percent 
increase in the wages of manufacturing workers.7 

Despite its potential benefits, young workers 
rarely receive workplace training. In developing 
countries, the percentage of working-age adults par-
ticipating in work-related training ranges from 20 
percent in urban Bolivia and Colombia to less than 
10 percent in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
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a way to upgrade their skills in a workplace setting.  
In these noncertification-granting arrangements, 
learning takes place while a young person works 
alongside an experienced craftsperson over a period 
of time.13 Though available in many parts of the 
world, informal apprenticeships are most common in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. For example, in Benin, Cameroon, 
Côte d’Ivoire, and Senegal, informal apprenticeships 
account for almost 90 percent of the training that pre-
pares workers for crafts jobs, as well as employment in 
some trades (such as carpentry, welding, hairdressing, 
plumbing, tailoring, masonry, and weaving).14 Infor-
mal apprentices are more likely to be young people 
with limited formal education from disadvantaged 
socioeconomic backgrounds.15 These apprenticeships 
vary widely in their institutional setup, training con-
tent, working conditions, and financial arrangements. 
However, most are nested within community cus-
toms, norms, and traditions. Experimental evidence 

and Vietnam.8 Training participation is even lower 
for young people with incomplete education, limited 
skills, or short employment tenure.9 In Peru, fewer 
than one in five young workers receive training in 
their first year on the first job.10 Employers’ decisions 
to invest in training are affected by potential produc-
tion improvements, worker turnover, and a firm’s 
overall management practices.11 Training participa-
tion is lower not just for young workers generally 
(figure 8.1, panel a), but especially for young workers 
with limited literacy proficiency or education quali-
fications (figure 8.1, panels b and c). Yet workplace 
training can be especially beneficial for young adults. 
A cross-country analysis of 38 workplace training 
studies finds an average wage increase of 7.2 percent 
for workers under 35, compared with 4.9 percent for 
workers over 35.12

Informal apprenticeships, which can be thought of 
as informal workplace traineeships, offer young people 

Figure 8.1 Few benefit from workplace training, and those who do tend to already have better 
literacy or education

Workplace training participation in last 12 months, participating countries (2011–14)

Source: WDR 2018 team, using data from World Bank’s STEP Skills Measurement Program (http://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/step/about). Data at http://bit.do/
WDR2018-Fig_8-1.

Note: Respondents were asked, “In the past 12 months, have you participated in any training courses, such as work-related training or private skills training, that lasted at least 5 days/ 
30 hours (not part of the formal educational system)?” Low proficiency is defined as level 1 and below on the literacy assessments and indicates limited understanding of texts.  
Medium to high proficiency is defined as level 2 and above and indicates the ability to integrate, evaluate, and interpret information from a variety and complexity of text materials. 

a.  No literacy proficiency data available for Lao PDR; Macedonia, FYR; Sri Lanka; or Yunnan (China).
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Empowerment and Livelihoods for Adolescents pro-
gram targeting young women shows encouraging 
impacts on graduates’ employment prospects.25 Simi-
larly, Nepal’s Adolescent Girls Employment Initiative 
increases nonfarm employment by 13–19 percentage 
points for participants.26 In the Dominican Republic, 
evaluations of Programa Juventud y Empleo, a skills 
training program that targets low-income, low-skilled, 
out-of-school youth with less than a secondary edu-
cation, increased both employment and earnings.27 
Promising results from interventions in Colombia, 
the Dominican Republic, Liberia, Nepal, and Peru are 
identifying effective approaches to improving young 
women’s aspirations, socioemotional skills, and labor 
market outcomes.28

Successful short-term job training programs 
offer more than skills training. Programs that focus 
on developing multiple skills and that complement 
training with wraparound services such as career 
guidance, mentoring, and job search assistance have 
better odds of success.29 For example, comprehensive 
training schemes that emphasize technical skills, 
life skills, and internships show positive effects in 
Kenya, Brazil, and Nepal.30 In Kenya, the Ninaweza 
Youth Empowerment program, which integrates 
information and communication technology (ICT), 
life skills, internship training, and job placement 
support for youth, shows positive impacts on labor 
market outcomes.31 Similarly, in Brazil the Galpão 
Aplauso program has improved outcomes through a 
combination of  vocational, academic, and life skills 
training.32 In Nepal, the Employment Fund prioritizes 
comprehensive training programs for youth who are 
underemployed or unemployed.33

TVET can prepare young 
people for work, but early 
sorting into TVET can limit 
career growth
TVET can yield wages on par with equivalent levels 
of general education. Usually lasting from six months 
to three years, TVET can be delivered in the dedi-
cated streams of lower secondary, upper secondary, 
or tertiary schools.34 In Brazil, workers with upper 
secondary TVET earn wages about 10 percent higher 
than those of workers with a general secondary 
education.35 In Indonesia, returns to public TVET are 
positive for all, and greater for women.36 But despite 
encouraging results, TVET programs in many devel-
oping countries remain an unattractive alternative 

on their effectiveness is scant. Evaluations from Sen-
egal have shown positive effects on labor market out-
comes, but limited effects on general cognitive skills.16 
But early evidence from an apprenticeship program in 
Côte d’Ivoire that formalized part of the process shows 
improvements in the labor market outcomes and psy-
chological well-being of disadvantaged youth.17

Unlocking the potential of informal appren-
ticeships requires up-to-date master trainers and 
recognition of apprentices’ training tenure and 
performance. Too often, master trainers lack the 
information, capacity, and incentives to adapt to new 
workplace practices. This can lead to apprentices 
learning obsolete workplace practices.18 Also, because 
informal apprenticeships are rarely recognized by 
the formal training system, they offer limited labor 
market mobility.19 One way to mitigate this issue is 
to integrate informal apprenticeships into the formal 
training system, allowing for skills reengagement 
with further education and training. In Malawi and 
Tanzania, for example, competency-based skills certi-
fication offers a pathway for young workers who have 
been apprentices to be acknowledged for their skills.20

Short-term job training 
offers opportunities, but 
most programs fail to deliver
Many short-term job training programs—which usu-
ally last between two weeks and six months—do not 
meet labor market needs. Meta-analyses of programs 
from around the world find that less than a third have 
positive, significant impacts on employment and 
earnings.21 Though the estimated effects of short-term 
programs are somewhat larger in developing coun-
tries, they remain small. Skills training that focuses 
on helping participants accumulate the human capi-
tal needed to transition to labor markets can generate 
positive returns, but, given their short duration and 
heterogeneous quality, these short-term programs 
rarely have impacts as large as the returns from 
completing a formal education.22 Many programs are 
poorly designed and implemented, or don’t interest 
the hard-to-reach young people who might need 
skills upgrading the most.23 The economic rationale 
for investing in training is often tenuous: in Liberia, 
for example, it can cost up to 50 times the resulting 
monthly income gain, meaning that recovering the 
investment would take 12 years.24 

But short-term training interventions do show 
some positive results when targeting disadvantaged 
groups, such as low-skilled women. In Uganda, the 
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conveys early advantages in the labor market, but the 
advantages dissipate over time. Some workers end up 
outdated in their occupation-specific skills, making 
them more vulnerable to job loss.39 Though the appro-
priate balance is bound to be country-specific, TVET 
should not lock participants into narrow occupations 
that are likely to change in unanticipated ways.

Successful job training 
programs share several 
features
Though the evidence available on workplace training 
and job training interventions—whether short-term 
or long-term—is limited, some features are consistent 
across successful programs. To the extent possible, 
the principles discussed in this section are distilled 
from experimental evidence. But because of the 
shortage of rigorous research on interventions in 
developing countries, this section also integrates rel-
evant findings from different types of studies (non-
experimental, systematic, qualitative).

Establishing partnerships before training is 
designed
Sectoral training programs40 partner learners with 
employers early and sustain their commitment.41 
These programs set up partnerships between inter-
mediary institutions—usually network aggregators 

for young people, with often poor program quality or 
labor market relevance.

Putting students on a technical track too early can 
limit their career opportunities for a lifetime. Young 
people need to master foundational skills—reading, 
writing, numeracy, critical thinking, and problem- 
solving—to participate meaningfully in TVET. They 
also need to be mature enough to express career 
preferences that might have long-term consequences. 
Countries that have delayed streaming into TVET have 
shown that such changes can lead to improvements. 
In Poland, delaying vocational education by a year 
improved students’ academic performance.37 Problems 
with early tracking are exacerbated in systems that 
do not allow students to go back and forth between 
general and technical education, leaving technical 
graduates with limited opportunities to reengage in 
further education or training.38 Despite such concerns, 
most enrollment in TVET occurs at the start of upper 
secondary school (figure 8.2). Of equal concern is that, 
in most regions, more young people are leaving formal 
education than are continuing in either general educa-
tion or TVET—a fact that underscores the importance 
of acquiring robust foundational skills early on as a 
basis for learning on the job and throughout life.

Developing narrow vocational skills can expedite 
workers’ transitions into the labor force, but broader  
general skills can help them adapt more easily to 
technological change. Evidence from advanced 
economies indicates that narrow technical education 

Figure 8.2 Most vocational training students enroll during upper secondary school

Gross enrollment rates in general education and technical and vocational education and training (TVET), lower and upper secondary students  
(circa 2010)

Source: WDR 2018 team, using data from UIS (2016). Data at http://bit.do/WDR2018-Fig_8-2.
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arrangements, and an assessment to verify acquired 
skills.51 A strong partnership between the education 
system and industry is crucial to integrate firm 
resources, share risk burdens, develop industrywide 
skill standards, and deliver apprenticeship training at 
scale.

Studies show positive results for both firms and the 
individuals who complete formal apprenticeships.52 
In the United States, a study looking at gains from 
secondary TVET, postsecondary TVET, and appren-
ticeship programs in the states of Virginia and Wash-
ington found positive gains from all three—especially 
apprenticeships.53 Studies in Canada, Germany, 
Switzerland, and the United States find that employ-
ers recover initial apprentice costs in the short to 
medium term.54 In Brazil, graduates of a large formal 
apprenticeship program (Lei do Aprendiz) are more 
likely to find permanent, higher-paying jobs, with 
larger gains for less educated workers.55 In Malawi, an 
innovative formal apprenticeship program targeting 
young women broadened their opportunities to serve 
as assistant schoolteachers; graduates gained higher 
skills and community standing.56

Identifying capable teachers
Successful approaches to training depend on capa-
ble teachers57 with industry expertise who can tailor 
training to meet job requirements.58 Students’ gaps in 
foundational skills and lack of motivation intensify 
the complexity of teachers’ roles and responsibilities.59 
The global shift toward competency-based standards 
in training, assessment, and certification amplifies 
the importance of capable, involved teachers.60 A study 
of 10 polytechnics in Ghana highlights the importance 
of having teachers able to offer constructive feedback 
as students work through competency modules.61 
However, often teachers lack industry qualifications 
or up-to-date pedagogical expertise, especially when 
it comes to teaching using a competency-based skills 
approach. A study of teaching practices in technical 
vocational colleges in Malaysia highlights the diffi-
culties that teachers face in moving from assessing 
a student’s knowledge to assessing occupational and 
task-specific competency.62 

Yet in many countries, structured professional 
support is not available to ensure that TVET teach-
ers remain current on curriculums and industry 
changes.63 But they could: a review of vocational edu-
cation systems in 10 countries in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) finds active experimentation 
with innovative models to build career structures 
that reflect common norms, values, and standards to 

or nonprofits with industry-specific expertise—and 
employers in an industry to anticipate job openings, 
design program content, and maximize potential 
placement. Sectoral programs focus on supporting 
individuals to enter careers rather than jobs. To do so, 
programs integrate information on career pathways 
to help participants identify the credentials that are 
needed for an occupation and that can be pursued to 
move from an entry-level job to a longer-term career.42 
Success factors include having high-quality intermedi-
aries, along with comprehensive recruitment services, 
to generate good matches among prospective partici-
pants, programs of study, and targeted occupations.43

Sectoral training programs can improve labor 
market outcomes, raise productivity, and reduce 
employee turnover. Among three U.S. sectoral training 
programs—Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership 
(Milwaukee), Jewish Vocational Service (Boston), Per 
Scholas (New York City)—participants saw 18 percent 
higher average earnings over a two-year period.44 Sim-
ilarly, the Year Up program, which targets vulnerable 
youth in several U.S. states, has produced high levels 
of completion, participation in internships, employ-
ment, and earnings.45 Finally, the Generation pro-
gram—focusing on low-skilled youth in India, Kenya, 
Mexico, Spain, and the United States—has resulted in 
high job placement and employer satisfaction.46 Other 
potential approaches to engaging employers in train-
ing include entering into public-private partnerships 
with multinational corporations, establishing effec-
tive national workforce development initiatives, and 
fostering workplace training provision through mech-
anisms such as training funds and tax incentives.47

Combining classroom with workplace 
learning
Formal apprenticeships are a common way to 
combine classroom with workplace learning; such 
programs are often referred to as “learning while 
earning.” Formal apprentice programs can last from 
one to three years and take place at the secondary or 
postsecondary level or as an alternative to upper sec-
ondary education, giving students the opportunity to 
engage in industry-supervised workplace practices.48 
For programs targeting secondary students, special 
attention is required to ensure apprentices hone 
foundational skills, as well as occupation-specific 
skills, to avoid overly narrow specialization.49 Formal 
apprentices are typically paid less than the market 
wage.50 Good-practice apprenticeships offer structured 
training, a professional trainer to oversee appren-
tices, a written contract that stipulates training 
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trajectories, and outcomes.68 Career guidance poli-
cies are a priority across 28 European countries, yet 
the scope and depth of programs vary substantially, 
highlighting the need for a well-articulated vision, 
cohesive strategy, and robust quality assurance 
mechanisms linked to funding.69 Few member coun-
tries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development have program standards to mon-
itor the quality of services, especially for programs 
delivered by private providers. This results in an 
overreliance on staff qualifications as indicators of 
quality.70

Successful career guidance programs have clear 
objectives and outcome measurement to track pro-
gram performance. They also have different pathways 
for participants from a diversity of backgrounds, so 
skilled career guidance staff can tailor skills develop-
ment trajectories according to need.71 

* * *

Successful job training programs are typically based 
on strong ties with employers, with curriculums 
taught by teachers who have both industry experi-
ence and up-to-date pedagogical expertise. These 
programs also tend to reinforce foundational skills, 
integrate classroom instruction with workplace 
learning, and offer certifications that can be further 
built on. These features keep career paths open for 
graduates. Though job training programs can yield 
positive outcomes, a key lesson is that trainees  
still need strong foundational skills—cognitive and 
socioemotional—before moving into specialized 
streams.

professionalize TVET teaching. Six of the 10 countries 
have developed occupational standards for technical 
teachers to recognize career progression, though it 
is too early to tell whether or how the new standards 
are influencing student outcomes.64 Other countries, 
such as Ethiopia and Lao PDR, are experimenting 
with introducing standards and expanding the 
qualifications for technical training instructors. But 
getting robust information on program effectiveness 
is difficult because most interventions are not evalu-
ated for impact.65 

Making student support services and 
comprehensive information available for 
decision making 
Career information is an important part of training 
programs, helping students identify opportunities, 
stay on course, and transition into a career.66 Career 
information interventions are usually grouped into 
career education programs, which might include pro-
viding direction on coursework selection, and career 
planning, which is usually provided on an individual 
basis.67 Career information can be especially useful 
for students who lack family or social networks that 
can provide meaningful direction. Since the early 
2000s, countries in the European Union have been 
experimenting with mechanisms to integrate career 
guidance with national lifelong learning strategies 
in order to align with the Lisbon Strategy and the 
strategic framework for European cooperation on 
education and training. 

Still, evidence is limited on how career infor-
mation initiatives affect students’ choices, training 

Notes
 1. Pre-employment job training programs can be grouped 
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