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ABSTRACT
This article presents the major findings of an international study that 
attempted to investigate the labour market outcomes of qualifications 
frameworks in six countries – Belize, France, Ireland, Jamaica, Sri Lanka, and 
Tunisia, as well as the regional framework in the Caribbean. It finds limited 
evidence of success, but fairly strong support for the frameworks. The 
continued popularity of qualifications frameworks as a reform mechanism 
seems to be symptomatic of the ways in which transitions from education 
to work are in flux in many countries, coupled with the fragmented and 
complex systems of vocational provision in some of the countries. Even 
where such systems are not overly complex they have weak and possibly 
weakening relationships with work. Insufficient differentiation of different 
types of frameworks by policy makers obscures these factors, leading to 
misleading ideas about what frameworks can do in general. Extending 
existing typologies for the analysis of qualifications frameworks the paper 
argues that the French framework, where labour markets were the most 
regulated and collective bargaining had the widest reach, had the clearest 
relationships between qualifications and work. However, the qualifications 
framework did not seem to be the cause, but rather the effect of such 
relationships.

Introduction

Policy makers and donors continue to support national qualifications frameworks and compe-
tence-based training systems, with the hope that they will improve the ways in which education and 
training programmes prepare people for work, help them to obtain jobs, and enable them to perform 
well at work. At least 142 countries are developing a framework and six major world regions are develop-
ing regional qualifications frameworks, with a view to supporting labour market mobility (ETF, Cedefop, 
and Unesco Institute for Lifelong Learning 2013). A recent report from UNESCO (Keevy and Chakroun 
2015) proposes the development of world reference levels for qualifications, with similar aims.

According to Cedefop (2015, 6) such frameworks can be ‘a force for social equity’ and ‘are able to 
add value to a learning process and support access to employment’. Michael Graham and Arjen Deij 
(2013, 26) suggest that ‘[d]eveloping an NQF also deepens institutional capacity, especially in transition 
or developing countries’. Policy makers hope that frameworks will make qualifications systems more 
understandable, at the same time as making education systems more flexible, making education better 
related to the needs of the economy, and facilitating workforce mobility (Thorsen 2014).
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But research findings to date, as briefly reviewed below, suggest very limited achievements for 
qualifications frameworks.

This article presents the major findings of a new international study that investigated the labour 
market outcomes of qualifications frameworks in six countries (reasons for the selection of the particu-
lar countries is discussed under methodology). In terms of substantive achievements of qualifications 
frameworks, there are not significantly different findings to earlier research, although some interesting 
specifics of each national case were uncovered, some of which are discussed below. The focus of the 
article, however, is not the policy questions – does this policy work, in what forms could it work, what 
would it take to make it work? Rather, it attempts to understand the underpinning issues, and reflect 
on why policy makers and international organisations continue to push this policy that continues not 
to work.

A twofold commentary is offered, derived from an analysis of the differences among the countries 
and the frameworks in the study. First, qualifications frameworks can be seen as a symptom of the 
very real and more-or-less unresolvable problems that faces policy makers with regard to technical 
and vocational education and training (TVET) qualifications, which by their nature tend to proliferate 
and fragment, particularly in English-speaking countries or countries which have adopted British. In 
all countries qualification inflation is likely to be weakening links with labour markets, leading to inevi-
table difficulties for those aspects of education systems aimed at preparing people for mid-level work. 
Second, advocates and policy makers conflate different types of systems or interventions under the 
single term ‘qualifications framework’. This point is explained by exploring the differences of frame-
works in the current study. The (limited) effectiveness of one type of system, whether currently or in 
the past, is used to justify the implementation of another substantially different system, because both 
go by the name ‘qualifications framework’. These two factors together may contribute to the continued 
enthusiasm of policymakers.

The next section provides a review of the available literature on qualifications frameworks, including 
typologies for categorising frameworks.

What is known about the labour market impact of qualifications frameworks?

There is very little published research on the labour market outcomes of qualifications frameworks.
A body of research on qualifications frameworks has slowly started to grow, most of it either very 

critical or cautious (Allais 2014; Bohlinger 2007, 2012; Bouder 2003; Brown 2011; Ensor 2003; Gössling 
2015; Granville 2003; Hupfer and Spöttl 2014; Keating 2003; Lassnigg 2012; Lester 2011; Méhaut and 
Winch 2012; Phillips 2003; Pilcher, Fernie, and Smith 2015; Raffe 2003, 2011, 2012; Young 2003, 2005). 
In a comprehensive overview of qualifications frameworks internationally up to 2005, Young (2005) 
argues that all countries implementing frameworks have faced problems. Raffe (2012), in a more recent 
overview, argues that the evidence, while still inconclusive, shows that the impacts of qualifications 
frameworks have been less than expected, have often taken many years to appear, and have been 
negative as well as positive.

A 16 country study commissioned by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) argued that qual-
ifications frameworks have not provided quick-fix or simple solutions to the complex problems facing 
countries in relation to education, skills development, and employment (Allais 2010). It showed some, 
albeit minor, positive impacts, particularly in Scotland (Raffe 2011) and to a lesser extent Malaysia 
(Keating 2011).

The disconnect between empirical evidence and policy-maker aspiration could partly be the result of 
the nebulous nature of frameworks; as a recent paper by Nick Pilcher, Fernie, and Smith (2015) argues, 
it is almost impossible to evaluate them because there is no way of developing a clear yardstick for 
measurement. A cynic may point to the enormous amount of consultancy opportunities around the 
development and implementation of such frameworks, especially given that much of the positive doc-
umentation comes from organisations involved in their development (for example, Cedefop 2013, 2015; 
ETF, Cedefop, and Unesco Institute for Lifelong Learning 2013). Research with a positive take tends to 
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describe policies and policy goals without substantial evaluation of impact or use of frameworks (e.g. 
Misko 2015; OECD 2015).

A key aspect of qualifications frameworks is learning outcomes, and this issue has also been the 
subject of much critique and debate (Allais 2011a, 2012; Brockmann, Clarke, and Winch 2008; Hupfer 
and Spöttl 2014; Méhaut and Winch 2012; Muller 2000; Wheelahan 2010; Young 2008). Lassnigg (2012), 
in an overview of developments in Europe, argues that claims made about learning outcomes are 
simplistic both in terms of education systems and in terms of how education relates to labour markets. 
In line with Manual Souto-Otero (2012) he also argues that critics overstate the problems, as learning 
outcomes and qualifications frameworks are unlikely to have a dramatic impact on education systems. 
In apparent confirmation of this, Gössling (2015) suggests that in Germany the language of learning 
outcomes has been officially adopted, but it contradicts existing systems and policies, and in many 
instances is merely invoked while the older practices remain in place. Lassnigg (2012) makes a similar 
point about the Austrian framework.

The research literature makes it clear that qualifications frameworks are not a single policy inter-
vention; qualifications frameworks in different countries differ dramatically from each other (Allais 
2011b). Some researchers have developed typologies and classification systems, in attempts to bring 
out the key differences (e.g. Allais 2007a, 2011b; Raffe 2003, 2009; Tuck, Hart, and Keevy 2004; Young 
2005). In Allais (2010) these various typologies are synthesised into a set of three main goals and the 
key design features of frameworks associated with these goals. Frameworks are seen as predominantly 
one of the following:

… an attempt to make the relationships between existing qualifications more explicit.

… an attempt to make the relationships between occupational entry regulations and qualifications more explicit.

… an attempt to use independently specified outcomes or competency statements to drive a range of different 
educational reforms. (Allais 2010, 122, 123)

Below I analyse the frameworks in the study using this typology, although I also suggest some mod-
ification of it. For ease of reference, in this paper I will refer to the three types as descriptive frameworks, 
occupational frameworks, and ‘employer-led’ outcomes-based frameworks respectively; ‘employer-led’ is 
in inverted commas in the last type because it is an aspiration more than a practice in reality.

Overview of the study

This section provides an overview of the current study, including the methodology and some of the 
key findings are briefly discussed. One of the key aims for qualifications frameworks is a desire to bring 
order to TVET systems, and another is to improve relationships between education and work. Both seem 
to work fairly well in France, but the framework there is substantially different to the other frameworks.

Aims and methodology

The aim of the study was to understand the extent to which and ways in which employers use qualifica-
tion frameworks in hiring and promotion decisions, as well as the employment outcomes of graduates 
of national vocational qualifications. The research also attempted to gain insight into the extent to 
which qualifications frameworks have contributed to improving policies on training and employment 
and if they have had an impact on social dialogue in training systems.

The study was commissioned by the ILO as a follow up to an earlier and larger ILO study conducted 
in 2009, which found little evidence that qualifications frameworks were achieving their goals (Allais 
2010). One possible reason for the lack of positive evidence in research into qualifications frameworks 
is that it was conducted prematurely. The new research, therefore, aimed to revisit two of the countries 
in the earlier study – Sri Lanka and Tunisia – to assess achievements five years later. It also aimed to 
build insight into the labour market outcomes of qualifications frameworks in countries that were not 
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included in the previous study, but which have well established frameworks or systems of organising 
qualifications – France, Ireland. As the Caribbean region has a regional framework which is seen as 
well-established, Belize and Jamaica were included in the study, to explore their national frameworks 
and their relationships to the regional framework.

Case studies were developed based primarily on in-depth interviews with key stakeholders, including 
government representatives from ministries responsible for education and for labour; authorities with 
responsibility for qualifications frameworks and for vocational education; providers; employer repre-
sentatives; trade union representatives; and experts such as academic researchers or policy advisors. 
Ten interviews were conducted in Jamaica, 4 in Belize, 11 in France, 10 in Ireland, 22 in Sri Lanka, and 
9 in Tunisia. 3 interviews were also conducted in Guyana, with a view to understanding the regional 
Caribbean framework.

Interview data was supplemented by analysis of publically available policy documents, evaluations, 
and research. The intention was to source quantitative data pertaining to graduate numbers by quali-
fication level, employment of graduates, occupational area and incomes, labour mobility, level of pro-
ductivity/ quality of work, job security, and access to training. Almost none of this, except for graduate 
numbers, could be obtained. There did not seem to be monitoring and evaluation systems in place 
to measure impact of the qualifications frameworks in the study. A few tracer studies were found in 
Jamaica, from which some analysis could be extrapolated. There were a few instances of surveys con-
ducted, for example of graduate or employer satisfaction, also in Jamaica.

The data obtained, both from official documentation and interviews, enabled us to build some 
degree of a picture of the systems in the different countries, from which we could make inferences 
about potential labour market outcomes. A few key empirical findings are presented below.

A focus on TVET

TVET was the main focus of qualifications framework in all countries, and key imperatives were bringing 
order to complex and fragmented provision as well as improving relationships with workplaces. Three 
of the countries (Belize, Jamaica, and Sri Lanka) only have TVET frameworks at this point, with some 
amount of lower-level professional education included. Two, Ireland and Tunisia, are comprehensive 
frameworks in the sense that they encompass the entire education and training system. The framework 
in France is intended to include all education and training except the school system although it has 
historically not included higher-level professional education. Whereas school and university provision 
and qualification systems are relatively straightforwardly organised, the educational provision out-
side of these systems – at colleges, in workplaces, in non-governmental organisations, and so on – is 
generally complex and sometimes fragmented. In all countries what stands out is concern with TVET 
qualifications, a desire to reform them and to improve their quality and raise their status, and a desire 
to reduce complexity and fragmentation.

As an aside it should be noted that most of the countries seem to have made considerable achieve-
ments in their TVET systems, and much seems to have been achieved through strong government 
support for provision, and development of curricula and assessment systems; the role of the qual-
ifications frameworks in this regard is unclear. In Sri Lanka in particular, strong state provision has 
increased substantially since the 1990s, with many new TVET providers being created, a new University 
of Vocational Technology being established, and new university colleges planned. Government support 
for expanding TVET provision is a major factor influencing the nature of the TVET provision system; the 
other key factor currently is a rapidly growing economy.

Even though the Irish framework is comprehensive, attempting to create coherence in TVET has 
been a driving force for the framework. TVET in Ireland exists predominantly in what is called in that 
country further education and training. Over the past century various programmes and interventions 
had emerged attempting to smooth the transition from school to work and attempting to improve 
the skills of job applicants. A wide range of different types of programmes, providers, and award sys-
tems emerged, as opposed to schooling and higher education which both had a strong tradition of 
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nationally recognised certificates and award bodies. A series of different organisations to oversee this 
‘system’ emerged, and were merged, reorganised, and reconfigured over the years. In the early 1990s 
numerous projects emerged attempting to prepare out-of-work young people for the workplace. The 
qualifications available in the system did not seem appropriate to award credentials for these training 
programmes. Various processes culminated in the formation of an Awards body for vocational awards 
– the National Council for Vocational Awards, established in 1991 to provide certification for the further 
education and training sector. It was this Council which first developed a ladder of qualifications, in an 
attempt to bring some coherence to the fragmented provision within further education and training. 
This ladder of qualifications, with its notion of modules that could be accumulated, laid the groundwork 
for the Irish qualifications framework.

A recent review in Ireland found that FET programmes are weak in terms of helping people to access 
employment (McGuiness et al. 2014). The report acknowledged a rapid increase in higher education 
levels and unemployment rates, and suggested that workers both in and out of employment had low 
skills. This is surprising given the relatively high education levels in Ireland, although these are admit-
tedly a recent phenomenon. Recent reforms, in particular the reorganisation of provision of further 
education and training as well as the creation of a new body for funding and coordinating provision, 
were hoped to solve low skill levels, but the reforms are too recent to really evaluate. Ireland seems 
to have developed a reasonably successful approach to analysing labour market requirements at a 
national level and ensuring that education provision meets these, through a structure called the Expert 
Group of Future Skills Needs, which is comprised of representatives of business, employees, education, 
government departments, and state agencies, and advises the Irish Government on skills needs and 
labour market issues that impact on enterprise and employment growth; the qualifications framework 
serves as a reference point for the development of qualifications but it is not clear that it is an enabling 
or constraining tool for the work of this group.

Although the aim of comprehensive frameworks is to create order and coherence across sectors, 
where one is operational (Ireland) there are tensions between the TVET component of the framework 
and the rest of the framework. Where comprehensive frameworks are under construction (Jamaica, Sri 
Lanka, Tunisia), differences between TVET and higher education seem to be sticking points. In all coun-
tries the approach to developing qualifications at lower levels was different to higher-level qualifications, 
with a greater emphasis on competence statements for lower-level and vocational qualifications.

Mixed views from employers

The small sample of employer interviews conducted across the countries revealed a mixed picture 
of varying perceptions of the role of qualifications frameworks. What was more interesting was that 
employer support or criticism did not seem linked to any clear evidence for or against qualifications 
frameworks. Indeed, in the case of Tunisia is almost entirely support in the hope of what a framework 
might do.

In Jamaica the majority of employers interviewed felt that the framework added value, and there 
were good relationships in certain instances, particularly in terms of employer involvement at the level 
of boards and councils, as well as in certain areas in the development of curriculum and standards. 
However, it was also pointed out that the qualification system introduced a fair amount of complexity. 
For example, the main national training provider, HEART (Human Employment and Resource Training), 
is a network of providers, but is also the authority responsible for managing the qualifications frame-
work and quality assuring providers. These two areas of responsibility are separated into different 
components of the organisation. Interviewees criticised the framework, arguing that there are too 
many programmes offered for a relatively short duration and at lower levels of the framework, and 
suggested that employers often prefer to use alternate requirements such as the number of senior 
secondary subjects passed and workplace experience.

Jamaica was the one country with some quantiative evidence from tracer and user satisfaction stud-
ies for its national vocational qualifications, albeit with small samples. HEART stated that approximately 
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65% of their graduates are employed by industry. Feedback from employers obtained by HEART showed 
a mean of 2.98 on a scale where 4 was the highest rating. Graduates who were employed in Computer 
Operations, and skilled trades such as Auto Mechanics, Plumbing, Carpentry, etc. received the highest 
performance ratings by their employers (3.4 and 3.1 respectively, out of 4). However, the role of the 
qualifications framework in achieving these positive outcomes was not clear; interview data suggests 
that the role of HEART as a labour market intermediary is a more important factor.

In Belize, an employer interviewee suggested that whilst they value the engagement that they have 
with the national training provider, they have not yet moved to a point where employers accept all of 
the qualifications that are on the national vocational qualifications framework. Employers also cite lack 
of skills as a difficulty in filling positions, and import skilled workers in some instances. Interestingly 
there were programmes with good labour market outcomes outside of the national vocational 
qualifications system. For example, in Belize the Tourism Board has a strong focus on ensuring that 
industry has the requisite human resources in place and in some cases, such as tour guides, they 
have developed licence to practice systems linked to identified training programmes developed with 
active involvement of the board, providers, and international partners, but not part of the national 
vocational qualifications.

The case study on Ireland showed limited employer awareness and understanding of the framework 
itself, and suggests that a multiplicity of rules and lack of flexibility have created problems in implemen-
tation at points. An employer interviewee observed that he did not think the National Framework of 
Qualifications (NFQ) is well marketed or branded, observing that, ‘if you were to survey Irish enterprise 
and ask them what is the NFQ is – they won’t know.’ However, public sector employer interviewees in 
Ireland stated that they have found the framework useful in making their decisions regarding recruit-
ment. Interviewees indicated that they had previously found it difficult to navigate the wide range of 
qualifications, particularly at the lower levels; now that this wide range of qualifications was on a single 
framework it is easier for them to understand the level of the qualification and what may be required 
for particular jobs. A study conducted in 2009 by the then Qualifications Authority suggested that 
the framework was playing a role in creating understanding across the qualification system, as well 
as trust, and stability across the education and training system and had considerable potential to be 
used in recruitment, in developing career pathways, in planning work-based learning and training and 
in recognising transferable skills (Kelly 2009).

From the sample of employers interviewed in Sri Lanka there was evidence of limited recognition 
and acceptance of the national vocational qualifications from the private sector.

There continues to be strong donor support as well as support from international organisations for 
the building and implementation of qualifications frameworks; in Tunisia donors seemed to have played 
a driving role in the framework, and in Sri Lanka they played a major role in the initial development, 
to the extent that many qualifications have not been updated since the flow of donor funds for this 
purpose stopped.

No progress in Tunisia

One key finding of this research was there has been almost no progress in the development of a 
framework in Tunisia since the 2010 research and there is very weak involvement of key government 
roleplayers as well as social partners. The revolution of January 2011 is obviously a factor in the delays, 
as following it there was general instability as well as increased unemployment, and other more pressing 
political matters were prioritised by government. Changes within employer organisations and trade 
unions and changes in critical positions in the ministries involved also hindered progress. There is also 
disagreement about the role and implementation of the outcomes-based approach from the side of 
educational providers. There was very limited awareness of the qualifications framework’s existence, 
not only from employers and workers but even from government officials who are nominally involved 
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in its implementation. Despite this lack of progress some employers support the framework in principle, 
particularly in the hospitality sector, where employers believe it could enhance skills level in the sector, 
which in turn they hope would encourage foreign multinational chains to invest. Representatives of 
employers in the sector expect the qualifications framework to uplift the social status attached to jobs 
in this sector and to vocational paths more generally by providing clarity to pupils and to employers 
as well as by giving pupils the idea that what they enrol for is understood abroad or even in Tunisia by 
foreign investors.

Very limited funtionality of the regional framework in the Caribbean

The regional framework in the Caribbean was investigated as an example of an ostensibly successful or 
at least well established regional framework. The framework is substantially different to other regional 
frameworks. Instead of being a ‘meta-framework’, or set of levels against which different countries in a 
given region can benchmark their qualifications, it is based on occupational standards developed by 
member states, mainly Jamaica. These are submitted to the Standards Committee of the Caribbean 
Association of National Training Agencies and the Regional Coordinating Mechanism for Technical 
and Vocational Education and Training for review, and are then forwarded to the CARICOM (Caribbean 
Community) Council for Social Development for approval as regional occupational standards. In other 
words, it is an outcomes-based framework, operating for the whole region instead of for an individual 
country, except that most countries in the region don’t actually use it.

While all CARICOM countries officially subscribed to the framework when it was adopted in 2002, 
only five of the 13 countries have actually implemented the associated training, assessment, and certi-
fication systems required in order to have the qualifications awarded. Of these five, two joined only in 
the last year. The Caribbean Association of National Training Agencies has set requirements that must 
be met if a country wants to offer the Caribbean Vocational Qualifications (CVQs). One interviewee 
commented that this is a particular challenge where countries are smaller and resources are a real 
constraint. For example, some of the smaller countries have not had the resources to either train or 
employ the required number of assessors.

In short, although the framework is one of the older regional frameworks, it is in fact not used by 
most of the countries in the region, and very little evidence of impact in this regard was found. There 
were also concerns raised that participating in the framework would not achieve the desired goals in 
terms of labour mobility. For example, an interviewee from Belize stated that,

the only thing that would change (once Belize can offer the CVQ) is that we would be recognised – the name would 
be recognised. But Belize people don’t move in the Caribbean they only go to the USA, its quicker, its one flight 
away – so how will it help them?

While Belize intends to persevere with the process of being accredited to offer the CVQs, they are also 
looking at programmes run by other associations globally, in particular those in the United States, which 
are sometimes offered in partnership with global partners, with the hope that the graduates can receive 
additional recognition. There are also particular areas of concern, such as tourism: An interviewee from 
Belize stated, ‘we are adamant that you can’t have a non-Belizian showing Belize’. Interviewees from 
Jamaica indicate that when Jamaicans apply for jobs elsewhere in the region they are met with resist-
ance even if they can show that they have a competence that is recognised regionally; at the point of 
this research there had just been an incident when 13 Jamaicans did not have their CVQs recognised 
in Trinidad, which was seen as indicative of the barriers that individuals face when trying to work else-
where in the region. There is agreement that countries develop new qualifications for the Caribbean 
framework in areas which are particular to them; for example, Belize has developed qualifications for 
drum making. What is not clear is how much this qualification is needed at a regional level, given that 
it is seen as a speciality area of Belize.
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The nature of the frameworks in the six countries in relation to labour market 
outcomes

What is clear from the above discussion is that many positive conclusions about value of qualifications 
frameworks are based on extremely thin or entirely absent empirical evidence. Below I explore whether 
this research sheds on qualifications frameworks as a growing policy phenomenon internationally. I use 
the three main types frameworks discussed in the literature review to present some of the key trends 
found in the research. What emerges clearly is how different each country is in terms of relationships 
between education, qualifications, employer attitudes, and the ways in which work is organised and 
regulated. Qualifications frameworks are presented as a uniform policy framework to improve rela-
tionships across these different spheres. The three-way typology brings out how differences manifest 
despite the attempted implementation of a single policy reform mechanism. I conclude by suggesting 
that the emergence of qualifications frameworks should be understood as a symptom of underpinning 
shifts in transition systems; this to some extent explains the popularity of this ‘evidence-free policy’.

Descriptive frameworks in the six countries

All countries have some kind of grid or set of qualifications, and some rules about how these qualifi-
cations relate to each other. Such grids are never perfect, and are inevitably complex. Problems can 
arise, for example, when the rules are not clear enough, when some qualifications are excluded – most 
countries have nationally recognised TVET qualifications but also many learning programmes which 
prepare people for work and don’t relate clearly to the national TVET qualifications – or when sets of 
qualifications from different parts of the education system don’t relate to each other – many coun-
tries have weak relationships between TVET and higher education qualifications. Clearly a descriptive 
framework has inherently limited possibilities of impact in the labour market, although a clear and 
well-understood qualification system does assist students, employers, and teachers. The experiences 
discussed below also suggest that creating a descriptive framework is not as easy as it sounds when 
provision is complex, and that sometimes policies which aim to clarify seem to have the reverse effect.

As discussed above, in the current study bringing order to TVET qualifications and provision was a 
major concern. In all the countries except Tunisia there seemed to be some progress in the develop-
ment of a widely understood set of qualifications, whether for only the TVET system (Jamaica, Belize, Sri 
Lanka) for the entire education and training system (Ireland), or for mid-level occupational qualifications 
(France). In other words, all the countries have a framework which is to a fair degree descriptive of their 
qualification system, and all of them have made some progress in improving how it is understood, or 
streamlining the qualifications available within it, although not without difficulties.

The Irish framework can be seen as a descriptive framework: it is an attempt to capture all qualifi-
cations on offer in the full spectrum of education and training in Ireland, and improve how they relate 
to each other. The framework has a degree of prominence in the education landscape, which suggests 
some degree of success. However, the system has not been without difficulties: the framework has 
undergone many changes, primarily in terms of institutional configuration but to some extent in terms 
of the rules and organisation of the framework itself. Recent changes in the institutional landscape are 
seen to have, to some extent, undermined trust that had been built up in previous awarding bodies. 
This will take some time to re-establish. So while the aim is to create a single framework, in the process 
changes have been made to qualifications which are known and understood, disrupting some of the 
trust and understanding that exists for specific qualifications. In this sense the current arrangements 
could be seen as a (perhaps necessary) backwards step in terms of building a nationally understood 
qualifications system.

In Sri Lanka one of primary purposes of the national vocational qualifications, which were initiated 
in 2005, was to ensure that the multiple technical and vocational education and training programmes 
and certificates relate to each other such that learners, the public, and providers within Sri Lanka can 
understand them. An interviewee from the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Skills Development stated 
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that, ‘we have been able to establish a unified qualification framework and achieved one of the main 
objectives of this framework.’ However, there is still a fair amount of TVET provision outside of the 
framework, and it is not clear whether labour market outcomes are worse or better for such provision. 
The hope is that the national qualifications framework will lead to more stringent control and regulation 
of qualifications in general.

In Jamaica and Belize, where TVET provision is small and driven by the national public providers, the 
frameworks seem well known and accepted; however, comprehensive frameworks are being planned 
and how this will work is as yet unknown.

The framework in France has wide acceptance in further education and training. Where there is less 
clarity of is in recent attempts to include higher education and develop correspondence between the 
French and the European levels; one issue is that in the French grid Master and Doctorate are at the 
same level, but the European one classifies them respectively at level 7 and 8. A major factor behind 
its acceptance is the lengthy evolution of the system in a way that brought different stakeholders on 
board. France has a long history of labour organisation and social dialogue. The qualifications system 
was developed and used by social partners, valued and accepted over time. In this sense there are 
some similarities to how the Scottish system was characterised in the previous ILO study – in terms of 
incrementalism – although there is a clear difference, as the French framework goes beyond merely a 
descriptive framework, in terms of an explicit relationship with work that was absent in Scotland, as is 
discussed in the following section.

‘Employer-driven’ outcomes-based frameworks

The National Vocational Qualifications in England were the first clear example of an attempt to use a 
qualifications framework in this manner (Young 2011), and the Australian competency-based training 
reform of vocational education followed in its footsteps, although the national qualifications framework 
in that country was a much looser arrangement (Wheelahan 2011). In both countries the reforms of 
TVET qualifications attempted to get employers to specify learning outcomes (called competences in 
Australia), in order to ensure the relevance of education programmes to work, as well as to support the 
marketisation of the provision of TVET by using outcomes as the benchmark for all education providers, 
public and private. Belize, Jamaica, and Sri Lanka, as well as the vocational qualifications within the 
broader framework in Ireland, have been developed somewhat along these lines. Frameworks in all 
these countries were modelled on the English and Australian models.

The official policy documents from Belize, Jamaica, and Sri Lanka all describe systems in line with 
the English and Australian models, but they are not rigid copies of them. Some differences include 
that there does not seem to be a strong separation of learning outcomes from curriculum, and privati-
sation or decentralisation of provision do not seem to be a major factor. Assessment and certification 
are centralised which seems appropriate, especially where there is considerable public provision and 
where populations are small.

The role of industry in leading the processes of designing competence statements or occupational 
standards is aspired to, but limited in practice in Belize, Ireland, Jamaica, Sri Lanka, and Tunisia. In the 
main, standards and curricula are developed by TVET regulatory authorities, with some consultation 
with employers in some sectors. There are small pockets of involvement from employers in the qual-
ification system in Sri Lanka, and employer representation on official structures. What seemed to be 
an important factor, particularly in Jamaica, was the role of the public providers not only in terms of 
educational provision but also as labour market intermediaries.

There was a feeling from the interviewees in Sri Lanka that, despite the implementation of a compe-
tency-based system, the right qualifications were still not being generated. One interviewee observed 
that there are challenges with respect to the investigation of demand and indicated that, ‘students have 
a difficulty in finding [work] opportunities. We are not matching.’ This perspective was further evidenced 
by the myriad of concerns that were raised pertaining to occupations – particularly non-engineering 
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trades – for which there are no national vocational qualifications in place, such as retail skills, visual 
merchandising, and salesmanship.

The current case study corroborates the argument in Allais (2010) that where occupations are not 
regulated in terms of licence to practice or similar requirements, policy makers try to improve education/
work relationships by involving employers in developing competence-statements for qualifications, 
in the hope that the qualifications thus developed can be used to reform curricula and to reform the 
delivery of education. In other words the implicit idea is that getting employers to specify competences 
will lead to a policy mechanism which plays a similar role to a framework of regulated occupations. But 
in reality this often is not the case. One problem seen in all the cases is that in the absence of occupa-
tional regulation employers tend not to be involved, or to be involved sporadically or inconsistently. 
But more fundamentally, the idea is flawed: if the entrance to occupations is not regulated through 
licences to practice, even where employers do specify competences they are unlikely to value such 
qualifications in practice as they tend to be low level and narrow; this is aggravated by the ways in which 
competence-based systems cause problems for providers, as has been well documented elsewhere 
(Allais 2007b; Wheelahan 2008; Wolf 1995, 2002; Young 2011).

Occupational frameworks

The framework in France is the only example of an occupational framework in the study, where qualifi-
cation levels are linked to levels of work and pay. However, the qualifications framework did not seem 
to be the cause, but rather the effect or codification of such relationships.

A regulated occupational labour market and strong collective bargaining has historically enabled the 
French system to relate qualification levels explicitly to levels in the workforce. What is now recognised 
as a qualifications framework, the National Register for Professional Certifications (Repertoire National 
des Certifications Professionnelles, or RNCP) is largely the same qualification system that has been in 
place in France for further education and training since the early 1970s. In 1969, a grid of ‘training levels’ 
was adopted, with the explicit aim of linking the education to the workplace. While duration of educa-
tion was important, the levels were anchored against definitions of staff in work situations, which were 
then linked to qualifications. This, as Bouder and Kirsch (2007) point out, was circular: the levels of work 
were defined according to the levels of education usually required for work at that level. Nonetheless, 
it seemed to work, in the sense that the relationships are accepted. These levels also formalised what 
is often seen as one of the important roles of a qualifications framework – comparison across general 
and vocational education. The implication of Bouder and Kirsch’s argument is that the success of the 
system rests not so much on having the perfect qualification system or perfect occupational standards, 
but on having a somewhat instrumental or pragmatic approach that has been developed through 
collective support and understanding, and is constantly being questioned and adapted; a continuing 
formalisation of practice.

While the individuals interviewed within the French system, who were clearly in support of it, did 
not have specific empirical evidence of labour market impact, the system does seem to be effective 
in the sense that training levels are understood and accepted collectively. The system is seen to work 
better in large companies located in sectors where social dialogue is strong. These sectors include 
metal, automotive repairs, chemicals, and – to a lesser extent – hospitality.

Interviewees also explained that occupational standards are linked to occupational fields as opposed 
to specific jobs. The idea is not to create a narrow description of the tasks undertaken by a novice, but 
to identify the wider professional domain, taking into account processes of adaptation to the job and 
professional integration. France also has a tradition of centralised curricula. Training has always been 
compulsory at the level of the workplace and employers have to finance it in a manner that varies on 
the basis of the size of the enterprise and the number of employees.

There are, of course, problems in France, particularly caused by high and growing unemployment. 
Policy makers are attempting to counteract this with a focus on training, attempts to reduce the cost 
of hiring, and reductions of employers’ contributions to social security. The introduction and gradual 
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increase of short-term less protected work contracts may contribute in the long-term to undermin-
ing the relationships which exist between education and work. In the European grid, which France is 
benchmarking its grid against, there are two levels (2 and 1) below the lowest level (5) of the French 
grid. Because in France the lowest level is the first one protected by collective agreements, adding more 
levels below it would mean opening room for the ‘low skill, low pay’ jobs, opposed by trade unions.

There is some tradition of linking qualifications and work levels in Tunisia as well, and it was hoped 
that the framework would have a regulatory role in the labour market, with the outcome-based descrip-
tors used across the economy in processes of recruitment, promotion, and remuneration. However, the 
extent to which this actually happens in the labour market seems likely to be limited, based on the 
limited progress in creating the framework itself.

Policy makers intend in Jamaica that the framework could regulate accessing work, if not controlling 
pay, but there is as yet very little evidence that it is the case.

The Sri Lankan framework is officially intended to play this type of role in the civil service through an 
official requirement for the public administration to hire graduates of national vocational qualifications 
and to link their employment level and conditions of service to particular qualification levels. The extent 
to which it happens in practice could not be ascertained, but it would probably only apply to fairly low 
level civil service jobs, given the low level nature of the qualifications.

Intractable solutions

There are many reasons why graduates with particular qualifications may not get jobs, other than weak-
nesses of the educational programmes leading to the qualifications, and other than the skills which 
graduates have as various commentators have pointed out (Collins 1979; Livingstone 2012). This was 
seen in our study: Tunisia, for example, has invested considerably in higher education, with a notable 
increase in university graduates, who struggle to find the type of employment that they expect – and 
this situation is increasinly common in many countries around the world. On the other hand Sri Lanka 
as a rapidly growing post-war economy is absorbing both qualified and unqualified workers.

The fact that qualifications are a weak proxy for skill is widely acknowledged (for example, Guile 
2010), and it seems increasingly apparent that rising education attainment, rising youth unemploy-
ment, and the changing nature of work are creating challenges for transitions from education to work 
in many countries. But there is still little evidence to support qualifications frameworks as a way of 
improving these transitions. Institutional political economy demonstrates that many different factors, 
such as labour market regulation, unionisation, the nature and extent of employer organisation and 
the role of industry peak bodies, the broader political, institutional, and cultural context, the degree of 
federalism in a country and the relative powers of national governments and states/provinces, and so 
on, all affect how people are educated for different occupations, and how the relationships between 
education and training systems and labour markets function (Streeck 2012; Thelen and Busemeyer 
2012). And these factors all interact with each other in complex ways; for example, the shape of labour 
market opportunities structures incentives to learn (Keep 2012, 14). This complexity has to be tackled 
by governments which want to improve skills levels and productivity, as these cannot be improved 
through education interventions alone.

Qualifications frameworks seem to continue to derive popularity from the way they promise to offer 
simple solutions to these very real and complex problems. Unreglated labour markets, the diversity 
of provision particularly within TVET systems, and qualification inflation, all aggravate the ways in 
which there are weak relationships between educational provision and labour markets. Qualifications 
frameworks which have either succeeded in creating some buy-in and understanding of the national 
system of qualifications as a whole (such as in Scotland and France) are invoked as proof that qualifica-
tions frameworks can perform this role; qualifications frameworks which codify relationships between 
training levels and employment levels are invoked as proof that qualifications frameworks can improve 
relationships between education provision and the labour market. But the main mechanism which is 
offered to developing countries in order to create a qualification framework is employer-led competence 
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statements. This mechanism leads to complexity – undermining the aim of improving understandings 
of the qualification system – and does not lead to improved labour market outcomes.

There seem to be two options for policy makers: accept that improving the description of your 
qualification system is a useful although very minor intervention, do it, but don’t make extravagent 
claims about improving labour market relationships. Or, focus on occupational regulation and licence 
to practice – against the current trend of casualisation and breaking up of even professional work – in 
order to have clear relationships between education and work. Raffe (2015), reflecting on the reform 
of vocational qualifications in the UK, suggests that the best line of action may be to stop focusing on 
qualifications. This study corroborates his argument. Attempts to improve labour market outcomes 
through employer specification of learning outcomes cannot substitute for broadly supported rela-
tionships between training levels and employment levels.

Acknowledgements
This paper reports on research commissioned by the International Labour Organization. The research in Jamaica and 
Belize was carried out by Carmel Marock with assistance from Paulette Dunn-Smith. The research in France was carried 
out by Miriam Di Paola. The research in Ireland was carried out by Carmel Marock. The research in Sri Lanka was carried 
out by Carmel Marock with assistance from Hector Hemachandra. The research in Tunisia was carried out by Miriam di 
Paola with assistance from Mahmoud Yagoubi. I am appreciative of the support and critique given by ILO staff, in particular 
Michael Axeman, Christine Hoffman, Paul Comyn, and Hassan Ndahi. I am grateful to Yael Shalem and David Livingstone 
for valuable feedback on drafts of the paper.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Notes on contributor
Stephanie Allais is the director of the Centre for Researching Education and Labour, in the School of Education at the 
University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, and an associate professor in Education. Her research interests are in the 
sociology of education, policy, education and development, curriculum, sociology of knowledge and political economy 
of education.

References
Allais, S. 2007a. “The Rise and Fall of the NQF: A Critical Analysis of the South African National Qualifications Framework.” 

PhD diss., University of the Witwatersrand.
Allais, S. 2007b. “Why the South African NQF Failed: Lessons for Countries Wanting to Introduce National Qualifications 

Frameworks.” European Journal of Education 42 (4): 523–547.
Allais, S. 2010. The Implementation and Impact of Qualifications Frameworks: Report of a Study in 16 Countries. Geneva: 

International Labour Office.
Allais, S. 2011a. “The Changing Faces of the South African National Qualifications Framework.” Journal of Education and 

Work 24 (3–4): 343–358.
Allais, S. 2011b. “What is a National Qualifications Framework? Considerations from a Study of National Qualifications 

Frameworks from 16 Countries/Kaj Je Nacionalo Ogrodje Kvalifikacij? Poudarki Iz Raziskave O Nacionalnih Ogrodjih 
Kvalifikacij V 16 Drzavah.” Journal of Contemporary Educational Studies/Sodobna Pedagogika 5: 88–124.

Allais, S. 2012. “Claims versus Practicalities: Lessons about Using Learning Outcomes.” Journal of Education and Work 25 
(3): 331–354.

Allais, S. 2014. Selling out Education: National Qualifications Frameworks and the Neglect of Knowledge. Rotterdam: Sense.
Bohlinger, S. 2007. “Competences as the Core Element of the European Qualifications Framework”. European Journal of 

Vocational Training 2007/3-2008/1 42/43: 96–112.
Bohlinger, S. 2012. “Qualifications Frameworks and Learning Outcomes: Challenges for Europe’s Lifelong Learning Area.” 

Journal of Education and Work 25 (3): 279–297.
Bouder, A. 2003. “Qualifications in France: Towards a National Framework?” Journal of Education and Work 16 (3): 347–356.
Bouder, A., and J.-L. Kirsch. 2007. “The French Vocational Education and Training System: like an unrecognised prototype?” 

European Journal of Education 42 (4): 503–522.



Journal of Education and Work    469

Brockmann, M., L. Clarke, and C. Winch. 2008. “Can Performance-related Learning Outcomes Have Standards?” Journal of 
European Industrial Training 32 (2/3): 99–113.

Brown, A. 2011. “Lessons from Policy Failure: The Demise of a National Qualifications Framework Based Solely on Learning 
Outcomes in England.” Journal of Contemporary Educational Studies 62 (5): 36–55.

Cedefop. 2013. Analysis and Overview of NQF Developments in European Countries. Annual report 2012. (Cedefop working 
paper; No 17). Luxembourg: Publications Office.

Cedefop. 2015. National Qualifications Framework Developments in Europe-Anniversary Edition. Luxembourg: Publications 
office of the European Union.

Collins, R. 1979. The Credential Society. New York: Academic Press.
Ensor, P. 2003. “The National Qualifications Framework and Higher Education in South Africa: Some Epistemological Issues.” 

Journal of Education and Work 16 (3): 325–346.
ETF, Cedefop, and Unesco Institute for Lifelong Learning. 2013. Global National Qualifications Framework Inventory (Report 

prepared for ASEM Education Ministers Conference, May 13–14). Kuala Lumpur: ETF, Cedefop, and Unesco Institute for 
Lifelong Learning.

Gössling, B. 2015. “All New and All Outcome-Based? The German Qualifications Framework and the Persistence of National 
Governance Approaches.” Journal of Education and Work: 1–22. doi:10.1080/13639080.2014.998181.

Granville, G. 2003. “’Stop Making Sense’: Chaos and Coherence in the Formulation of the Irish Qualifications Framework.” 
Journal of Education and Work 16 (3): 259–270.

Guile, D. 2010. The Learning Challenge of the Knowledge Economy. Rotterdam: Sense.
Hupfer, B., and G. Spöttl. 2014. Qualifications Frameworks and the Underlying Concepts of Education and Work – Limits and 

Perspectives. Bremen: Institut Technik und Bildung.
Keating, J. 2003. “Qualifications Frameworks in Australia.” Journal of Education and Work 16 (3): 271–288.
Keating, J. 2011. “The Malaysian Qualifications Framework. An Institutional Response to Intrinsic Weaknesses.” Journal of 

Education and Work 24 (3–4): 393–407. doi:10.1080/13639080.2011.584699.
Keep, E. 2012. Youth Transitions, the Labour Market and Entry into Employment: Some Reflections and Questions (SKOPE 

Research Paper No. 108). Cardiff: SKOPE.
Keevy, J., and B. Chakroun. 2015. Levelling and Recognizing Learning Outcomes. The Use of Level Descriptors in the Twenty-

First Century. Paris: Unesco.
Kelly, B. 2009. Quality and Qualifications: Enhancing Pathways to Lifelong Learning and Employability. Dublin: Quality and 

Qualifications Ireland.
Lassnigg, L. 2012. “‘Lost in Translation’: Learning Outcomes and the Governance of Education.” Journal of Education and 

Work 25 (3): 299–330.
Lester, S. 2011. “The UK Qualifications and Credit Framework: A Critique.” Journal of Vocational Education and Training 63 

(2): 205–216.
Livingstone, D. W. 2012. ‘Debunking the ‘Knowledge Economy’. The Limits of Human Capital Theory.’ In The Knowledge 

Economy and Lifelong Learning. A Critical Reader, edited by D. W. Livingstone and D. Guile, 85–116. Rotterdam: Sense.
McGuiness, S., A. Bergin, E. Kelly, S. McCoy, E. Smyth, A. Whelan, and J. Banks. 2014. Further Education and Training in Ireland: 

Past, Present and Future SOLAS, April 2014 (ESRI, Research Series, Number 35). Dublin: SOLAS.
Méhaut, P., and C. Winch. 2012. “The European Qualifications Framework: Skills, Competences or Knowledge?” European 

Educational Research Journal 11 (3): 369–381.
Misko, J. 2015. Developing, Approving and Maintaining Qualifications: Selected International Approaches  (National Vocational 

Education and Training Research Program Research Report). Adelaide: NCVER.
Muller, J. 2000. Reclaiming Knowledge. Edited by P. Wexler and I. Goodson. London: RoutledgeFalmer.
OECD. 2015. Education Policy Outlook 2015 Making Reforms Happen: Making Reforms Happen. Paris: OECD Publishing.
Phillips, D. 2003. “Lessons from New Zealand’s National Qualifications Framework.” Journal of Education and Work 16 (3): 

289–304.
Pilcher, N., S. Fernie, and K. Smith. 2015. “The Impact of National Qualifications Frameworks: By Which Yardstick Do We 

Measure Dreams?” Journal of Education and Work 16 (3): 289–304. doi:10.1080/13639080.2015.1122178.
Raffe, D. 2003. “’Simplicity Itself’: The Creation of the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework.” Journal of Education 

and Work 16 (3): 239–257.
Raffe, D. 2009. “Towards a Dynamic Model of NQFs.” In Researching NQFs: Some Conceptual Issues (Vol. Employment Sector 

Working Paper No. 44, 22–43), S. Allais, D. Raffe, and M. Young. Geneva: ILO.
Raffe, D. 2011. “Are ‘Communications Frameworks’ More Successful? Policy Learning from the Scottish Credit and 

Qualifications Framework.” Journal of Education and Work 24 (3–4): 283–302. doi:10.1080/13639080.2011.584687.
Raffe, D. 2012. “What is the Evidence for the Impact of National Qualifications Frameworks?” Comparative Education 49 (2): 

143–162. doi:10.1080/03050068.2012.686260.
Raffe, D. 2015. “First Count to Five: Some Principles for the Reform of Vocational Qualifications in England.” Journal of 

Education and Work 28 (2): 147–164. doi:10.1080/13639080.2014.1001334.
Souto-Otero, M. 2012. “Learning Outcomes: Good, Irrelevant, Bad or None of the above?” Journal of Education and Work 

25 (3): 249–258.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2014.998181
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2011.584699
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2015.1122178
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2011.584687
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2012.686260
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2014.1001334


470    S. Allais

Streeck, W. 2012. “Skills and Politics: General and Specific.” In The Political Economy of Collective Skill Formation, edited by 
M. R. Busemeyer and C. Trampusch, 317–352. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Thelen, K., and M. R. Busemeyer. 2012. “Institutional Change in German Vocational Training: From Collectivism toward 
Segmentalism.” In The Political Economy of Collective Skill Formation, edited by M. R. Busemeyer and C. Trampusch, 
68–100. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Thorsen, S. M. 2014. “The Spread of National Qualifications Frameworks. Tracing and Examining Its Prospects in the East 
African Region.” Masters diss., Institute of Education, University of Oslo.

Tuck, R., J. Hart, and J. Keevy. 2004. “The Relevance of the National Qualifications Framework Impact Study to Qualification 
Framework Development in the Southern African Development Community.” SAQA Bulletin 6 (2): 5–29.

Wheelahan, L. 2008. “Can learning outcomes be divorced from processes of learning? Or why training packages make 
very bad curriculum.” Presented at the 11th Annual Australian Vocational Education and Training Research Association 
Conference, VET in Practice, Adelaide, April.

Wheelahan, L. 2010. Why Knowledge Matters in Curriculum. Abingdon: Routledge.
Wheelahan, L. 2011. “From Old to New: The Australian Qualifications Framework.” Journal of Education and Work 24 (3–4): 

323–342. doi:10.1080/13639080.2011.584689.
Wolf, A. 1995. Competence-based Assessment. Edited by H. Torrance. Buckingham: Open University Press.
Wolf, A. 2002. Does Education Matter? Myths about Education and Economic Growth. London: Penguin.
Young, M. 2003. “National Qualifications Frameworks as a Global Phenomenon.” In Promises and Problems for Commonwealth 

Qualifications Frameworks, edited by G. Donn and T. Davies. London: Commonwealth Secretariat; Wellington: NZQA.
Young, M. 2005. National Qualifications Frameworks: Their Feasibility for Effective Implementation in Developing Countries. 

Geneva: International Labour Organization.
Young, M. 2008. “Bringing Knowledge Back” In From Social Constructivism to Social Realism in the Sociology of Knowledge. 

London: Routledge.
Young, M. 2011. “National Vocational Qualifications in the United Kingdom: Their Origins and Legacy.” Journal of Education 

and Work 24 (3–4): 259–282.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2011.584689

	Abstract
	Introduction
	What is known about the labour market impact of qualifications frameworks?
	Overview of the study
	Aims and methodology
	A focus on TVET
	Mixed views from employers
	No progress in Tunisia
	Very limited funtionality of the regional framework in the Caribbean

	The nature of the frameworks in the six countries in relation to labour market outcomes
	Descriptive frameworks in the six countries
	‘Employer-driven’ outcomes-based frameworks
	Occupational frameworks

	Intractable solutions
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributor
	References



