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	X Introduction

1  For information about which quantitative indicators can be used to measure the 
performance of skill systems see ILO (2015), UNESCO (2014) and OECD

The performance of skills systems can be assessed through different 
approaches that draw on both quantitative and qualitative sources of 
data and tools. Different indicators can be used to measure key areas of 
performance such as enrolments, completions, employment outcomes 
and cost effectiveness.1

However, as skill systems in low and middle income countries often do 
not have access to sufficient data to measure performance against a com-
prehensive set of quantitative indicators, consultations and interactions 
with national stakeholders can be used to identify the key issues and chal-
lenges faced by the national system. 

In these contexts, qualitative methods and tools become more relevant, 
and to that end, this guide provides a series of questions that can be used 
to identify key issues and challenges in the system and thus provide a 
foundation upon which further research and analysis can be done.

The questions in the guide are grouped under five main thematic areas of 
focus which, for the purpose of this guide, have been called the ‘building 
blocks’ of skills systems.

Each of the building blocks are interrelated and reforms to one may have 
implications or impact on another. This highlights the holistic nature of 
reform and the significance of paying attention to how different building 
blocks may relate to each other when embarking upon any process of 
policy change.  The building blocks used in this guide are not the only way 
to describe the key elements and functioning of a skill system, but they 
provide a simple basis for engagement with this topic.

Under each of the five building blocks, a series of questions are presented 
that address particular issues and conditions in the system and which 
give stakeholders the opportunity to respond by indicating the current 
state of development in that area, what evidence they are using to inform 
their choice, and what key factors affect performance in that area.

The information and insights gained from stakeholders through this 
process can provide useful inputs to a formal review of a skills system, 
through national regional and/or sectoral consultations.

In this way, the ILO Skill System Assessment Tool provides a useful 
resource for ILO staff and constituents who wish to review key elements 
of their skills system using qualitative methods.
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	X The Building Blocks of Skills Development Systems

Skills systems involve complex interactions 
between individual learners, workers and 
employers, and a range of institutions and stake-
holders in the public and private sector. These 
include education and training providers, regula-
tory bodies and intermediaries such as public and 
private employment services, business support 
services and local and regional authorities. There 
are complex financing and data flows, highly reg-
ulated assessment and certification systems and  
multiple interactions with different policy domains 
where the politics of skill formation affect the pro-
grams and policies that result. Consequently, it is 
difficult to address all these aspects and interac-
tions in a simple conceptual framework for skills 
development.

Given this complex set of actors and interactions, 
the concept of “building blocks” of skill systems 
has been developed to present a simplified model 
of a skill system that highlights the key func-
tional areas. The building blocks (BB) identify the 
five high-level functions of a skills development 
system as:

 X  BB1 Provide policies, structures and resources 
for skills development

 X  BB2 Anticipate, plan and monitor skills 
development

 X  BB3 Develop, certify and recognise skills

 X  BB4 Improve access to skills development and 
the labour market

 X  BB5 Provide skills for employability, decent 
work and productivity

The summary diagram below (Figure 1) reflects 
the five building blocks and the centrality of poli-
cies, key institutions and financing to all areas of 
a skills system.

The representation in Figure 1 is deliberately 
generic so it can act as a starting point for the 
review and analysis of any skills system and it 
reflects the framework of questions used in this 
assessment tool. Each of the building blocks are 
now considered in more detail.

 Figure 1: The Five Building Blocks of Skill Systems
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The first of the building blocks is entitled 
Policies, Structures and Resources for Skills 
Development. This is the foundation required for 
skills systems to function and for vocational edu-
cation and training to be available. It is essential 
that a country’s skills system has an overarching 
national policy framework, providing guidance 
on the strategic vision for skills development 
over the next five to 10 years, including at the 
national, sector or regional level. This provides 
clear policy guidance and sets out key constraints 
and needs, as well as priority areas for reform. 
For each country this will be different. An equally 
important part of the foundation for reform are 
appropriate management and governance sys-
tems for national and sector-wide coordination. 
This helps ensure there is accountability over 
how resources are utilized and able to support 
the move towards a unified system, supported 
by legislation, and enabled by sector based or 
decentralized approaches to provision. Another 
key element is sustainable funding arrangements, 
comprising different measures to ensure suffi-
cient investment, adequate resourcing and appro-
priate incentives that allow for diversification of 
funding and development of system where those 
who benefit make a suitable contribution. The key 
elements of this building block are therefore:

 X Policies and strategies for reform;

 X Governing skills systems; and

 X Financing skills systems.

The second building block concerns Anticipating, 
Planning and Monitoring Skills Development. This 
key technical area influences all other building 
blocks of a system and highlights the intercon-
nected nature of skills systems and the challenge 
of reform efforts. Governments need to support 
the development of Labour Market Information 
Systems (LMIS) that provide information and 
intelligence about labour market trends and their 
impact on skills. Whatever institution or insti-
tutions are involved in this work, they need to 
develop appropriate strategies for the collection, 
analysis and dissemination of information in a 
coherent and integrated way. The outputs need to 
be analysed and used as the basis for determining 
current and future skills needs. The outputs 
should also feed directly into the policy process, 
helping planners to make more informed deci-
sions about how they should influence the supply 

and demand for skills. Information from the LMIS 
can also be used to support performance moni-
toring of policies and programs. Policy oriented 
research is also required to help explain trends 
behind the figures and provide the basis for incor-
porating stakeholder views  and experiences into 
the ongoing process of policy review. The key ele-
ments of this building block are therefore:

 X Understanding current and future skill needs;

 X Undertaking effective policy orientated 
research; and

 X Monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness 
and efficiency of skills systems.

The third building block focuses upon Developing, 
Recognizing and Certifying Skills. At the heart 
of any skill system are the practices associated 
with the delivery of training.  The development of 
skills and reporting of their achievement involves 
many elements. Different sites of learning, dif-
ferent types of programs, different delivery and 
assessment methods and tools and different 
education and training institutions. Qualification 
systems, including national qualification frame-
works, help establish learning pathways and 
ensure comparability between academic and 
vocational streams. To ensure validity and trust-
worthiness of qualifications, the processes must 
be underpinned by reliable and standardised 
quality assurance arrangements and mecha-
nisms. These ensure that the contents of pro-
grams, skill standards and assessment meet the 
quality requirements expected by stakeholders. 
The key to developing and upgrading existing 
standards, as well as ensuring valid assessment 
techniques, is to involve social partners in these 
processes. Of course without capable managers, 
principles, teachers and trainers, skills systems 
cannot provide high quality and relevant pro-
grams. Because of this, attention equally needs 
to be given to the operations of education and 
training institutions and the working conditions 
they provide. The key elements of this building 
block are therefore:

 X Qualifications and curriculum for skills 
development;

 X Delivering, assessing and recognising skills;

 X Improving the effectiveness of public and 
private training providers; and
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 X The quality assurance of skills.

The penultimate building block for reform 
focuses upon Improving Access for All to Skills 
Development the Labour Market. The key focus 
here is the need to understand the nature of 
the challenge facing groups disadvantaged in 
the labour market. These disadvantages might 
include a lack of skills, poor education, geo-
graphical location, physical or psychological 
condition or their general poor position in the 
labour market (e.g. working in the informal 
sector or forced to work overseas due to lack of 
opportunities at home). Once the nature of the 
barriers is understood, it is possible to tailor the 
appropriate response. For some young people 
for example, they may need to focus on educa-
tional attainment or core skills, and for others it 
might be about technical skills or work experi-
ence. For those working in the informal sector 
or isolated areas, the focus of delivery might 
be different, and it will be necessary to mobi-
lize community support and, where possible, 
appropriate technology to deliver training and 
support productivity improvements. Specific 
support will be required for migrant workers, 
including assessment of skills and accredita-
tion of prior learning, as well as other forms of 
support and advice during their work overseas 
and when they return. In this building block the 
important linkages with employment services 
and other support mechanisms to facilitate 
more effective labour market transitions are 
considered. The key elements of this building 
block are therefore:

 X Accessing skills development;

 X Skills and the informal economy; and

 X Supporting transitions into and within  
the labour market.

The final building block is entitled Skills for 
Employability, Decent Work and Productivity in 
the Workplace. The move towards work-based 
learning and improved utilization of skills sup-
ports productivity improvements and are key to 
rising incomes and improving living standards, 
both in the formal and informal sectors. However, 
specific structures, programs and incentives are 
required to ensure that skills are developed and 
used effectively in the workplace. Apprenticeships 
and other programs combining on and off the job 
learning are central to these efforts. Common 
incentives for encouraging workplace learning 
include financing through employer levy-grant 
systems for skills development. At the company 
or plant level utilization of skills can be encour-
aged through the use of effective HR, manage-
ment practices. Effective utilization depends upon 
matching skills to business demand, all of which 
can be facilitated through appropriate tripartite 
agreements between governments, unions and 
employers. This building block also includes the 
need for governments and social partners to sup-
port and enable lifelong learning and ensure that 
core and digital skills to ensure employability are 
developed and recognised through formal, non-
formal and informal learning. The commitment to 
learning also needs to be combined with meas-
ures to support local economic development and 
productivity growth including support for SME 
development. The key elements of this building 
block are therefore:

 X Skills development and employability 
(including core and digital skills);

 X Apprenticeships and work based learning;

 X Supporting skill utilisation & enterprise 
development; and

 X Facilitating life-long learning for workers.
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	X Cross-Cutting Priorities

A part key of the ILO’s approach to skills reform, 
involves support for a number of cross-cutting 
themes. Whilst these themes are not separately 
addressed in this guide, specific questions related 
to these cross-cutting themes have been included 
in each building block. The cross-cutting themes 
are as follows:

Facilitating Social Dialogue: The ILO is the only 
UN organization that is tripartite in structure.  
When the ILO was created in 1919, the founders 
determined that it should be tripartite, based on 
the assumption that social justice and peace could 
be achieved only with the involvement of all social 
partners. On this basis, the design, development 
and implementation of policy, strategy and pro-
grams must involve representatives of govern-
ment, workers and employers and any program 
of review or reform must involve this tripartite 
participation.

Supporting Policy Coherence and Coordination: 
The ILO emphasizes the importance of coherence 
in policy making through linking skills development 
to broader growth, employment and development 
strategies. Under this approach government must 
work with social partners to determine priorities, 
ensuring linkages are made between economic 
and social priorities, taking on board the equality 
of opportunity and inclusivity. In addition, this 
approach requires improved coordination between 
ministries, as well as between education providers 
and enterprises. For governments it is necessary to 
ensure coordination occurs horizontally between 
ministries for skills development, education and 
labour, and sector or line-based ministries. With 
the move towards decentralization it is equally 
important to have coordination between cen-
tralised Ministries and their counterparts at the 
provincial/state or district levels, ensuring that 
effective implementation occurs

Improving access, equity and inclusivity. Those 
who have had the opportunity to acquire market-
able skills are more likely to gain access to Decent 
Work than those who do not. Therefore, the ILO 
and its partners support equality of opportuni-
ties for access to skills development regardless 

of a person’s background or position in society. 
This is achieved through facilitating changes to 
existing legislation or polices, the introduction of 
new policies or legislation and the sharing of good 
practices in vocational training, as well as the iden-
tification of steps or actions required to promote 
inclusivity. All of the former will require tripartite 
action, ensuring that an inclusive approach to 
skills development is more likely to occur.

Adopting a sectoral approach to skills develop-
ment. A sector-based approach to skills develop-
ment is another important thematic issue used by 
the ILO. Under a sector-based approach tripartite 
partners come together in order to anticipate 
demand and growth opportunities in their sector 
for future success. This enables the partners to 
determine skill shortages and gaps in the sector, 
and corresponding actions required to tackle 
them. Employers and social partners operating 
in the same sector have a common interest to 
work together on issues around skills develop-
ment. Sector skills development can involve the 
creation of institutional structures to coordinate 
sector skills development in the sector. These 
Sector Skills Bodies often develop sector specific 
skills strategies which outline actions that would 
be implemented over a five-year period.

Supporting the transition to a green economy: 
This has seen the commitment to Sustainable 
Development Goals, attempts at global agree-
ments on climate change and accompanying 
measures for the greening of national econo-
mies key to facilitating the transition to a green 
economy is the UN’s Partnership for Action on 
Green Economy (PAGE), supported by various 
funding partners to help government reorient 
their economies towards sustainability. More 
specifically, the ILO is supporting a programme 
aimed at the greening of enterprises, specifically 
around how they can produce more environmen-
tally friendly goods and services. Enterprises are 
at the centre of the shift towards sustainable 
development and services, and this facilitates the 
greening of jobs, as well as raising the demand 
for green skills.



	X How to use this Assessment Tool

This assessment tool can be used in a variety of 
ways.

It can be used to focus on the performance of 
one part of a skills system or used to review the 
system in its entirety.

It can be distributed to stakeholders as a self 
assessment tool to be completed individually 
or in groups, either face-to-face or online, or it 
can be used as a resource as part of a facilitated 
process with the inputs of external specialists or 
one managed by the stakeholders themselves.

Under each of the five building blocks, a series of 
questions are presented that address particular 
issues and conditions and which give stakeholders 
the opportunity to respond by indicating the 
current state of development in that area, what 
evidence they are using to inform their choice, 
and what key issues exist that are affecting 
performance in that area.

Although there will be common elements, few 
national systems will use the same terminology or 
have the same names and structural relationships 
for the different parts of the system and the 

processes that exist. Each skills system will 
reflect its own history and context, and will carry 
different understandings of the role of training 
and vocational education in political structure and 
culture. As such, the key elements under which 
the questions are grouped in each building block 
are presented as functions rather than assigning 
them to named authorities or organizations, and 
the questions in the assessment tool have been 
developed with this in mind.

The information and insights gained from 
stakeholders through the process of engaging 
with the questionnaire can provide a useful input 
into a formal review of a part or all of a skills 
system through national, regional and/or sectoral 
consultations.

The results of the assessment can then be used 
to identify key issues that need to be addressed 
in any reform process and completing the 
questionnaire will generate information that 
can be used to initiate and inform ongoing 
stakeholder consultations as part of a policy 
review process or system reform initiative.
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