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Because there is a plausible 
theory of change?

Why supporting VET in international cooperation?

Because it’s in line with foreign 
policy objectives of donor 
countries?

VET skills employment & 
income

Because there is evidence that 
VET leads to impact? 

Because it’s a priority of
partner countries? increasingly

“We don’t know enough!”
− evidence often from projects implemented under “lab conditions”
− not in view of overall development of education / VET systems

(see e.g. Allais, 2023)

definitely the case for Switzerland (see e.g. Maurer, 2019),

probably for other “dual VET core countries”, too
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Challenge 1: (Dual) VET in core countries quite unique 
(e.g. Austria, Germany, Switzerland)

− In the 20th century, (dual) VET expanded earlier than academic 
upper-secondary education.
→ VET diplomas becoming standard qualifications

of middle classes
→ strong ties with labour market (e.g. recruitment practices)

Timing matters!

− very high share of company-based training
− access to an upper secondary qualification via

employment at a company

Key elements difficult to transfer

timing in partner countries very different
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Challenge 2: Theory of Change is tricky!

… it needs to be occupation-specific and support the development of practical skills
… beneficiaries have to be planning to work in these occupations
… occupations have to require some formal training (not only on-the-job training). 

… when doing VET, …

… it needs to be aligned with economic (i.e. mainly short-term) interests
of companies / workshops 
→ companies need to profit … (see e.g. Gehret et al., 2019; Muehlemann & Wolter, 2020)

… during the training programme
   AND / OR
… after the training programme (mainly through retention of former apprentices)

When doing dual / dualised VET, … 

(Formal) VET can lead to sustained social impact BUT …
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Changing focus in international support to education

see e.g. King, 2013; King & Palmer, 2007; Lauglo, 1992; Maurer, 2019; World Bank, 1991

− VET the key element of international support to education

1960s – 1980s

− shift towards primary education

1990s

− global financial crisis (→ high youth unemployment)
leading to renewed interest in VET

Post-2007
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Traditional approaches (pre-1990)
Type Aims / characteristics Challenges

Sector-specific training 
programmes

- addressing skill needs of key 
economic sectors (e.g. 
manufacturing)

- mostly short programmes,
at different skill levels

- mainly under sector-specific 
ministries (e.g. Ministry of Textiles)

“Diversified secondary 
education”

- broad upper secondary education 
with general education and 
vocational options

- comparatively low rate of return 
(Psacharopoulos & Loxley, 1985)

Some key providers have 
survived until today!

- fragmentation of VET provision
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Current key approaches (since 2007)
Type Aims / characteristics Challenges

Formal upper-secondary 
VET (“government 
priority”)

- focus often on permeability
→ access to higher education a key 

promise
- strategy to undermine “excessive” 

growth of academic upper-secondary 
education

Poverty-oriented
non-formal VET
(“donor priority”)

- mostly short courses (also 
recognition of prior learning RPL)

- focus on access to employment and 
income for socially/economically 
disadvantaged people
(including learners with uncompleted basic 
education)

- unclear long-term benefits of 
training / qualifications in 
sectors where informal 
training dominates 

- lack of sustainable financing 
mechanisms
→ “poor training for poor

people”
(see e.g. Maurer, Haolader & Shimu, 
2023)

challenge for dual VET

- limited incentives for learners 
to develop practical skills
(see e.g. Maurer, Haolader & Shimu, 2023; 
Maurer & Spasovski, 2024a; Maurer & 
Spasovski, 2024b)
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Proposed alternative approach

plus support to solid basic education (mainly up to lower secondary education)

Type Aims / characteristics Challenges

Sector-specific vocational 

programmes at post-

secondary and tertiary 

levels (technician level and 

above)

→ blurring of boundaries 

between VET & higher 

education

What would be needed
- funding mechanisms that 

address social inequalities
(see e.g. Maurer, Shimu & Veung,                   
2025)

- priority focus on critical 
economic sectors
→ timing is key

- increased VET / industry 
cooperation
→ “dualisation”

- social inequalitieshigher skills at mid-levels

broader access to 
employment & income

“better companies”

- focus on critical skill needs of 
sectors with high employment 
potential

- public and private providers
(including universities, depending on context)
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Thank you!
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