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Purpose of this paper
Vocational skills development (VSD) is a cornerstone of Swiss development cooperation. This paper aims to help SDC operations to clearly 
define the approach and orientation of their VSD interventions, to select the right partners, and thus to manage their project (port-
folio) in line with the relevant SDC strategies, the policy goals of partner countries, and professional standards. The paper also supports 
the formulation of realistic and plausible expectations predominantly regarding the outcomes and impact of VSD projects across time.

VSD in Swiss Development Cooperation
In its Dispatch 2017-2020,1 the Federal Council defines basic education and vocational skills development as a priority area for Swiss devel-
opment cooperation, and it substantially increases the resources allocated to it. In 2017 SDC launched its Education Strategy,2 comprising 
both basic education and vocational skills development (see Box 1). This strategy takes a development policy perspective. It elaborates at 
length on the intersections between basic education and VSD and to a lesser extent on their intersections with private sector develop-
ment and employment. SDC’s Employment and Income Medium Term Orientation 2015-20193 explains the social policy and economic 
policy rationale of VSD and its intersection with employment, Private Sector Development (PSD) and Financial Sector Development (FSD). 
Furthermore, the State Secretariat for Economic Affair’s position paper Skills Development in Economic Development Cooperation4 guides 
SECO’s increased engagement in this area. 

 
VSD CAN IMPACT ON THREE POLICY AREAS
VSD belongs to different policy areas as depicted in gra figure 1, namely Education Policy, Social Policy and Economic Policy. VSD 
thus contributes to the related Sustainable Development Goals, i.e. predominantly to SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 
10 (Reduced Inequalities) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth). Also, VSD serves different purposes (e.g. productivity and 
competitiveness, labour market integration, inclusion). Therefore, the identification of the priority impact area is key to the success 
of SDC projects and their project components. 

From a development policy perspective, vocational skills development is an instrument to 
promote social and economic development and to address problems such as youth un-
employment, poverty and inequality. Vocational education and training (VET) and labour 
market policies can indeed be the missing pieces in the jigsaw of solving many problems. 
However, VSD is neither a magic wand nor a silver bullet – it can only make tar-
geted contributions in certain areas. In the long run, the mitigation of social and de-
velopment problems requires well-developed national Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) and Active Labour Market Policy (ALMP) systems, and also enough jobs to absorb 
the increasing number of young people entering these systems.

IMPACT AREAS OF VOCATIONAL SKILLS DEVELOPMENT (VSD) 
A PROJECT TYPOLOGY TOOL

Figure 1: VSD and its policy dimensions

National VET systems are never uniform. They are always a jigsaw puzzle of different 
approaches and sub-systems in different industries and economic sectors. The ability to 
manage such diversity is a specific strength of the Swiss VET system.
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Project and portfolio typology tool
In VSD there is no one-size-fits-all approach. Vocational skills development serves different purposes and pursues different, 
sometimes conflicting objectives.
As such, a project with the purpose of supporting the development of a high-quality and sustainable national VET system in a partner 
country cannot focus on disadvantaged groups only. National VET systems have to be attractive to the majority of school leavers. Another 
project, however, focusing on short courses for the labour market integration of specific target groups (e.g. in a refugee camp), may not 
intend to significantly strengthen the overall VET system. Therefore, different types of VSD projects with different outcomes should find 
their place in the VSD portfolio of SDC, according to the context and the specific challenges to be addressed.

SDC’s Education Strategy – Basic Education for all and expanded access to VSD
• SDC concentrates on children and youth 
• SDC focuses on basic education (BE) and vocational skills development (VSD) and enhances the complementarity between the two. 
• SDC aims at systemic change in education and labour markets, supports the performance and inclusiveness of national education 

systems and enhances their link to the labour market. 
• SDC addresses education and protection needs of children and youth during emergencies and crises, and strengthens their resilience 

to violence and natural disaster. 
• SDC promotes education as a means of social cohesion and conflict transformation, economic empowerment and resilience, as well 

as sustainable development in general.
SDC’s education priorities are implemented along six strategic axes: (1) its global and regional agenda; (2) education system governance; 
(3) quality and relevance; (4) inclusion and equity; (5) sustainability, cohesion and resilience; and (6) transition to work.

THE POLICY ORIENTATION OF AN INTERVENTION (VERTICAL AXIS)
In the long run, VSD must serve both social and economic objectives, but individual projects or project components are designed to pursue 
either more social or more economic objectives.
 › Social policy objectives respond to the social demand of young school-leavers, pursue the labour market integration of the unem-

ployed, or facilitate the access and inclusion of any group with specific barriers hindering their participation in educational programmes 
at any qualification level. The combination of basic education with VSD is particularly relevant in SDC’s support to catch-up education 
and labour market integration for early school-leavers and disadvantaged groups.

 › Economic policy objectives respond to the existing labour market demand, and build the quality, productivity, competitiveness and 
innovation capacity of the national economy, of industries, and of individual companies. At a national level, economic objectives include 
the qualification of the workforce as a contribution to attracting investment. Quality basic education also constitutes an important ba-
sis for the performance of VET systems. At the level of individuals, economic objectives include qualification for high-quality jobs and 
career paths. 

THE INTENDED IMPACT OF AN INTERVENTION (HORIZONTAL AXIS)
Projects and policy interventions adopt different approaches: 
 › Either they are designed primarily to achieve an immediate and measurable impact on high unemployment employment or 

productivity, responding to skills shortages in companies, economic sectors or labour markets (Quick Wins);
 › Or they contribute primarily to the development of sustainable national educational capacities and (inclusive) VET systems. 

The project and portfolio typology tool 
(see Figure 2) shows a two-dimensional co-
ordinate system structuring the landscape 
of possible VSD interventions, supporting 
the identification of project types. 

Figure 2: VSD project and portfolio typology tool
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THE PROJECT INTERVENTION TYPOLOGY – THE FOUR QUADRANTS OF THE MATRIX
The positioning of a project (or project component) in one of the four quadrants helps to clarify the approach and orientation of VSD 
interventions. It supports the selection of the right instruments, target groups and partners as well as the formulation of corresponding 
outcomes.

Figure 3: Project intervention typology : The four 
quadrants, their goals and target groups, instruments 
and partners

Goals and target groups
Interventions with a focus on the access and inclusion of the 
mass of school leavers, and of potential learners and students 
from disadvantaged groups, into regular programmes of the 
formal VET system at any qualification level. 
(Note: Special programmes exclusively organised for the la-
bour market integration of participants from selected target 
groups usually do not belong to the ‘Access and Inclusion’ 
quadrant, but to the ‘Labour Market Integration’ quadrant.)
Instruments 
Instruments include Information campaigns, vocational coun-
selling services, bursaries, positive discrimination, quota sys-
tems, relaxed entry requirements, transport arrangements, 
user-friendly scheduling, and mobile or distance learning. 
Partners
The main partners are Ministries of Education, VET structures 
and institutions, Ministries for Social Affairs and NGOs.

Goals and target groups
Interventions with a focus on developing, strengthening and 
reforming formal vocational training systems as a whole, or 
of selected components (e.g. selected institutions, training 
programmes or quality processes). Target groups are typically 
youth and young adults at large, at any qualification level.
Instruments 
Instruments may include improvement of the quality and 
relevance of training programmes (e.g. curriculum develop-
ment and final examinations), qualification of multipliers (e.g. 
teachers, instructors and training managers), organisational 
and institutional development of training providers (including 
hardware support), support to the development of systems 
building blocks (e.g. instructors’ training institutions, skills 
testing bodies, financing mechanisms like training funds, 
qualifications frameworks), advisory and capacity develop-
ment support to policy development, systems design, legisla-
tion and governance. 
Partners
Key partners in this quadrant are typically Ministries of (Voca-
tional) Education and their institutions, ideally in cooperation 
with the other stakeholders of VET systems, including the pri-
vate sector and other concerned line ministries.

Goals and target groups
Projects and interventions with a focus on the labour market 
integration of the unemployed or other groups of selected 
beneficiaries. Successful labour market integration usually 
requires more than training. Target groups have to be accom-
panied on their path into (self-)employment. Projects in this 
quadrant are frequently philanthropic in nature. A number of 
different instruments in four clusters facilitate labour market 
integration:
Instruments 
1. Employment promotion including labour market infor-

mation, placement services and temporary wage subsi-
dies

2. Temporary employment
3. Skills development
4. Promotion of self-employment and start-up support, 

including social firms
Partners
On the public side typical partners include Ministries of La-
bour or Social Affairs with their Active Labour Market Poli-
cies (ALMP). Labour market integration is a core business of 
many national and international NGO and private training 
providers. Training institutions and educational structures are 
potential service providers, but they are neither owners nor 
financers of ALMP. 

Goals and target groups
Interventions with a focus on supporting selected industries/
sectors or clusters of enterprises to develop training solu-
tions for their short- and medium-term requirements. The 
most urgent needs are frequently at the level of specialised 
professionals, shop-floor supervisors and first-level manag-
ers. 
Instruments 
Dual models, tailor-made programmes offered by existing 
high-quality training providers, and the establishment of 
new training centres (centres of excellence) are typical in-
struments. 
Partners
Typical partners for industry solutions are large firms, sec-
toral business associations, and clusters of industries – pref-
erably in cooperation with public VET institutions. Employers 
are potentially ready to finance or co-finance training deliv-
ery if it is responsive to their needs. Centres of excellence, 
such as developed by SDC programmes in the 1990s (e.g. 
the Polytechnics or mechanical training centres) may become 
involved too. Dual models developed as industry solutions 
may serve as role models and catalysts for expanding dual 
training. 
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PRIVATE SECTOR INVOLVEMENT 
VSD needs private sector involvement. Depending on the local situation and on the stage of development of the VET and Active Labour 
Market Policy systems, the private sector can play various roles as listed below and depicted in Figure 4. 

Financial incentives for private sector participation are a specific and delicate issue. Whereas services provided by private companies as 
part of labour market integration may have to be compensated, payments to private companies in dual approaches within the formal VET 
system may be counterproductive and undermine sustainability. In VET systems, financial incentives for private sector participation should, 
if they exist at all, never take the form of direct payments, but be given through institutional arrangements (e.g. tax relaxations or levy-
grant systems). 

SWISSNESS AND SWISS EXPERTISE
Switzerland, with its well-developed VET, Active Labour Market Policies (ALMP) and Vocational Information, Guidance and Counselling 
systems, and its extensive experience as a donor in VSD, has the potential to play a leading role in the promotion of skills development. 
Figure 5 illustrates the strengths of Switzerland’s systems and instruments and of potential Swiss partners (the list is not exhaustive).

Editor:
Swiss Agency for Development  
and Cooperation SDC
employment + income Network
Freiburgstrasse 130, CH-3003 Bern
e-i@eda.admin.ch
www.sdc.admin.ch

More information
https://www.shareweb.ch/site/EI

The private sector can be a:
›  receiver of skilled labour and customer 

of training providers
› stakeholder in quality processes like cur-

riculum development or skills testing
› stakeholder in VET systems governance
› training venue or service provider in 

programmes owned by others 
› sponsor of selected activities or pro-

grammes
› buyer, financer or co-financer of train-

ing
› partner in dual training

1 https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/sdc/strategy/legal-bases/message-international-coopera-
tion-2017-2020/focal-areas-priorities.html

2 https://www.shareweb.ch/site/EI/Pages/VSD/Key%20Documents.aspx or direct link
3 https://www.shareweb.ch/site/EI/Pages/VSD/Key%20Documents.aspx or direct link
4 https://www.seco-cooperation.admin.ch/secocoop/en/home/documentation/publications/technical-bro-

chures/entwicklung-von-fachkompetenzen.html

Figure 4: Project and portfolio typology 
tool: Role of the private sector
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The private sector has no direct vested 
interest in access and inclusion. Howev-
er, there is ample scope for sponsoring 
or investing in outcomes.

Private sector involvement in VET sys-
tems is a must and key for sustainability. 
Depending on the context, it includes 
the whole range of possible private sec-
tor roles.

The private sector has no direct vested 
interest in labour market insertion – ex-
cept for social firms. Services like intern-
ships may be provided against payment 
/ wage subsidies or based on corporate 
social responsibility.

For industry solutions, the private sector 
sits in the driving seat. Firms and asso-
ciations are the main partners. They are 
potentially ready to finance training de-
livery, and to venture into dual training.
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VET

Labour Market Integration
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Swiss instruments which may serve as 
role models/inspiration include: bridging 
courses and orientation programmes for 
special needs groups, vocational infor-
mation, guidance/ counselling services 
for school leavers, bursaries.
Potential Swiss partners: cantonal BIZ 
centres

Swiss principles of practice learning, se-
lected building blocks of the dual system 
and the management of diversity may 
serve as an example and inspiration.
Potential Swiss partners: SFIVET (e.g. 
curriculum development, training in-
structors and managers), Universities of 
Applied Sciences, VET Schools

The Swiss RAV system (regional employ-
ment centres) and the related group of 
labour market instruments may serve as 
examples and inspiration.
Potential partners: RAV, Service Provid-
ers, Universities of Applied Sciences (e.g. 
for training of counsellors and coaches)

Dual approaches (including apprentice-
ship) may be adapted and transferred. 
Swiss international companies can play a 
leading or catalyst role in the framework 
of Engaging with the Private Sector.
Potential partners: Companies, Asso-
ciations, Specialised schools (e.g. hotel 
management)
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Figure 5: Project and portfolio typology 
tool: Swissness


