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1. Introduction
The World Bank report, ‘The Skills Balancing Act in Sub-Saharan Africa: Skills for Productivity, Inclusivity and Adaptability’[footnoteRef:1] (henceforth SBAR) was published in 2019. This is a high profile, comprehensive and lengthy review[footnoteRef:2] of the current state of skills development in SSA. Many would argue that it is long overdue since it is now almost 30 years since the publication of the Bank’s highly influential (and controversial) sector policy paper on vocational education and training (VET) in SSA (World Bank, 1991). [1:  The lead authors of the SBA Report are O. Arias, David Evans and I. Santos. In addition, another five individuals are co-authors of chapters.]  [2:  The SBAR is nearly 400 pages long.] 

The SBAR’s core message is that SSA is confronted with a severe ‘skills crisis’ with a workforce that is ‘the least skilled in the world’ and is falling even further behind in the ‘global skills race’ (Arias et al, 2019:1). The report identifies three  ‘megatrends’, namely rapid technological change, the increasing importance of global economic competitiveness and a rapidly growing youth population all of which should powerfully shape national skills development strategies. Decisive steps need to be taken, therefore, in order to ‘transform’ the skills development process across the continent. The SBAR states that, for countries in SSA to be able to ‘leapfrog their skills development’ (sic) (p.15), they must develop a ‘smart skills development strategy’ which entails ‘system wide change’. 
The new emphasis on skills and ‘people-driven development’ marks an important move away from the Bank’s previous focus on ‘educational attainment’ (i.e. primary and secondary general education). In part, this is because ‘achieving UBE remains elusive’ (p.34), but, more fundamentally, it represents a somewhat belated recognition of the need for a more balanced education and training strategy which, in particular, prioritises post-school skills provision in achieving rapid economic growth and the elimination of poverty. 
The SBAR call for greater proactivity is also new. ‘Skills for transformation’ requires higher levels of state intervention in order to both formulate and implement comprehensive, national skills development strategies. There is also a much greater awareness of the negative impact of market failures on the overall skills development process; ‘markets alone cannot generate an efficient distribution of skills due to labour market, capital market coordination failures, and decision making failures’ (p. 181).
As suggested by the report’s title, another core theme of the SBAR is that creating a national skills development system which achieves the right balance between ‘productivity, inclusivity and adaptability’ is a major challenge for governments in SSA. The report focuses on two key dimensions of skills balancing, namely productivity versus inclusivity and current versus future skill requirements. The first trade-off between productivity and inclusivity has to balance skills provision for the ‘catalytic growth sectors’ which ‘maximise productivity gains in the economy as a whole’ and training for increased inclusivity so as to increase the livelihoods of the disadvantaged in the informal sector and elsewhere. The 1991 VET Sector Policy Report (henceforth VETSPP) did not regard this as a particularly acute trade-off because it was contended that enterprise training needs were mainly enterprise/job-specific and could, therefore, be largely met by enterprises themselves.  
The second balancing act between current and future skills needs was barely mentioned by the VETSPP. The SBAR argues that governments should become more interventionist in anticipating future skill requirements.
1.1 Review organisation
The following discussion is structured as follows. Section 2 presents three general observations concerning the SBAR’s analytical depth and conceptual clarity, the degree of institutional self-reflection and the report’s overall conceptualisation of the skills development process. Section 3 then deals with 10 specific issues including the role of the state and private sector, foundational skills, and school-based and post-school training. 
2. General observations
There are three broad observations that can be made about the SBAR. These are its overall analytical depth and conceptual clarity, institutional self-reflection especially in relation to the success to date of the Bank’s own global TVET reform model and the overall conceptualisation of the skills development process.
2.1 Analytical depth, conceptual clarity and information availability
Despite its length and scope, the overall analytical rigour and depth of the SBAR is quite limited and shows little in-depth understanding and knowledge of vocational education and training (VET) activities and national systems in SSA. The reader gets little sense of what is actually happening at the grass roots[footnoteRef:3]. In part, this is due to the paucity of good quality, up-to-date information and policy-related research on skills training in SSA[footnoteRef:4]. As a result, the analysis is not adequately contextualised and some key conclusions and recommendations are confused and misconceived.  [3:  This is reflected in the limited discussion of TVET provision. For example, only two out of the Report’s 37 text boxes directly relate to specific TVET policies and practices.   ]  [4:  The Bank (as usual) relies very heavily on its own research. Very little reference is made to other relevant human resources development, management and training journals and other literature especially before 2005. In the SBAR chapter on TVET, only 34 out of 92 references are SSA-specific and, of these, 11 are Africa-wide with the main focus on school-based TVET.   
] 

The knowledge base
Statistics collated annually by the UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS) are the only available source of region-wide data on formal VET provision in SSA. The UIS relies exclusively on statistics from Ministries of Education which only cover, therefore, formal education and training in institutions which are the direct responsibility of this Ministry. More generally, the quality of information particularly on post-school training provision in both public and private centres is generally poor and pervasive under-reporting results in seriously under-stated estimates of the size of the overall training effort.  
A key issue is, therefore, why is so little known about skills training in SSA? Not even the most basic statistics on the enrolments and outputs of public and private training institutions are available. In part, this is because there is no equivalent national information system for skills development/training as there is for the formal education sector.  
Questionable statements
The SBAR makes numerous statements about skills training in SSA which are confused/vague, inconsistent and incorrect. The following five statements are good examples.
 ‘The TVET system (in Africa) is relatively small today’ (p.177). The two key issue here are, what is the actual size of the training system and in relation to what key indicators is the TVET system ‘relatively small’? With regard to effective demand, the statement implies that there are significant skills gaps and shortages when, in fact, this is generally not the case. If anything, in many countries, there is an over-supply of graduates from training centres and universities who are unable to find appropriate, training-related unemployment (see below).    
‘Interest in TVET is rising’. The only statistic that is used to substantiate this assertion is that 12% of upper secondary school students were in TVET schools at an unspecified data. UIS statistics show that this figure was 13.3% in 2018 down from 17.9% in 2000 (see table 2). The area of skills training which is growing most rapidly is at the higher education level whose share of pre-employment occupational training enrolments increased from around one-half in 2000 to nearly two-thirds in 2018. This decisive shift is not mentioned at all in the SBAR.  
‘TVET disproportionately enrols students from disadvantaged backgrounds’. No evidence is presented to support this statement. However, most VET students at post-secondary training centres in SSA are almost certainly not from poor households. More generally, students attending secondary school, either general academic or technical/vocation, are disproportionately from the highest household income/wealth profiles (Author, 2020a). 
‘TVET is more effective than general education at helping workers get their first job but lifetime earnings are higher for general education’ (p.179). However, this conclusion only applies to VET-trained school-leavers and not to school-leavers from academic schools who then go on to complete pre-employment occupational training.  
‘The African economies of today are unlikely to reflect the African economies of 10 or 20 years from now’ (p.83). By contrast, 20 pages later the SBAR states that ‘the economic transformation of most countries in the region is likely to be gradual’ (p.103). Such inconsistencies maybe due to the fact that the report was written by multiple authors whose chapters have not been rigorously edited. 
Definitional and conceptual issues
There are a number of important definitional and conceptual issues which are not adequately addressed in the SBAR. Three largely unrelated and quite simplistic skills typologies and frameworks are presented: the overall skills framework, level of foundational skills, and TVET locational provision.  
The SBAR does not clearly define TVET and, in particular, what is precisely meant by ‘technical’ and ‘vocational’. This results in unclear definitions such as ‘technical or (sic) job-related skills are skills that are required to perform specific tasks in a job’ (p.60). Technical is invariably closely linked to the provision of ‘practical skills’ for ‘skilled manual’ occupations. Fundamentally, therefore, the term ‘TVET’ is itself confusing and should, therefore, be replaced by the much broader concept of skills development for all occupations and jobs in a national economy.  
SBAR categorises skills into three broad groups: foundational, TVET and higher education/professional and it is on the basis of this categorisation that the report is structured. By implication, TVET should cover all pre-employment occupational and job-related training for all non-professional occupations. These occupations can be broadly sub-divided into two broad strata namely, lower level skilled manual and non-manual occupations (artisans, hairdressers, bookkeepers, typists etc.) and middle level occupations (technicians, clerical workers). This occupational hierarchy is the basic structure around which formal skills training is organised in all countries, both in Africa and elsewhere. However, it is largely ignored by the SBAR. 
For each occupational level, there are three basic types of skills and thus three types of training provision, namely foundational, pre-employment occupational, and in-employment, job-related. And, for each type of training provision, there are four institutional levels where this training can be provided namely schools, post-school, non-tertiary technical and vocational training centre/institutes, university and other tertiary institutions, and both public and private enterprises and organisations.  It is this basic three-dimensional typology around which any analysis of national skills training development should be based. By contrast, the SBAR’s typology of VET provision is simply based on the location of the training activity (classroom, classroom and workplace).
This lack of conceptual and definitional clarity is manifest throughout the SBAR. For example, it is stated that ‘TVET differs from general education primarily in that it focuses on technical, occupation-specific skills seen as more immediately relevant for work rather than academic and foundational skills often aimed at preparing students for further studies as opposed to for more immediate insertion into the labour market’(p.176). This statement not only poses a false dichotomy between VET and general education (which stems from the report’s over-emphasis on the predominance of school-based VET in SSA - see below) but also only refers to ‘technical’ skills when VET covers training for all non-professional vocational occupations. This conflation of ‘technical’ training with skills training as a whole is a basic conceptual weakness of the report as a whole. 
The preoccupation with ‘technical’ skills extends to higher education. The SBAR states that ‘polytechnics and technical universities provide technical education at the tertiary level’ (p.176). Again, however, this is a too narrow definition of skills training for higher, professional level occupations.  The higher education sector as a whole provides pre-employment occupational training (both ‘technical’ and ‘vocational’) across the entire range of professional occupations (doctors, engineers, scientists, economists, lawyers, accountants, teachers, social workers, and managers, etc.).
The SBAR posits a complicated balancing act between, on the one hand, VET for ‘catalytic’ growth sectors and, on the other hand, training for youth and adults in low productivity informal sector activities and smallholder agriculture. However, this (implicitly) downgrades the importance of the bulk of formal sector training requirements in non-catalytic growth sectors in both the private and public sectors.
Contextualisation
The SBAR is essentially a statement of what should be done without any in-depth situational analysis of the contextual realities of training provision in SSA. It is, therefore, both technocratic and ahistorical.  A particularly important omission is the absence of any discussion of the current and future implications for skills development arising from the wholesale economic liberalisation and restructuring of economies in SSA during the last 30 years. The adoption of national capitalist development strategies in most countries in SSA has had profound impacts not just on economic structures (privatisation, de-industrialisation, shift from agriculture to services, increasing dominance of foreign enterprises and capital especially in new growth sectors) but also social structures (in particular, strengthened national business classes and the emergence of a reconstituted middle class).
Similarly, the SBAR does not adequately contextualise skills training and, in particular, VET in the overall education and training system which has also changed significantly during the last 30 years as a result of demographic pressures and educational reforms (UPE, secondary school expansion, privatisation of school provision, higher education liberalisation, and VET reform efforts). Post-secondary, non-university training is hardly discussed and yet this is where the bulk of formal VET takes place in many countries. 
Most public training centres in SSA remain very poorly resourced. In response to this funding crisis, many training centres have adopted novel survival strategies which have had important impacts on training outcomes. Those public training centres with sufficient institutional autonomy have been able to implement wide-ranging income generation strategies which have enabled them to retain internally generated income in order to supplement instructor salaries and increase operational resources. As a result, enrolments have expanded appreciably and training provision has become increasingly demand-driven (see Bennell et al. 1999).  
In the past, VET was an important pathway for both primary and secondary school leavers into skilled manual jobs. However, it is increasingly being supplanted by higher education because traditional VET with its focus on the core artisan manual trades no longer meets the skill requirements of the new, dominant resource-based and services-driven development strategy. This largely explains the continued widespread failure to reform VET systems in SSA, in particular, by making them demand rather than supply-driven.  Most private sector enterprises continue to show little interest in this reform strategy especially when they are required to pay payroll training levies which they do not directly benefit from. As a result, levels of political commitment have remained insufficient to push through these reforms (see Bennell, 2020b).
The historical legacy of colonial training systems is another key contextual factor which is not mentioned in the SBAR. VET in Francophone Africa remains strongly school-based (as it is France) while, in Anglophone Africa, the emphasis (certainly until recently) has been on promoting indentured mainly craft apprenticeship with trainees spending the majority of their time learning on the job under the supervision of an experienced craftsman with fairly limited periods of formal instruction at government training centres.
Donor activity. Growing interest in skills development in SSA during the last decade or so has resulted in considerable increases in the level of donor and NGO activity in this area. Typically, there are currently 10-15 bilateral and multilateral donors funding VET/skills development projects in medium-large countries in SSA. Some projects such as the German Government funded Engineering Capacity Building Project in Ethiopia are very large with long-term funding commitments.  As with its own projects (see below), the SBAR does not summarise the available evidence on the key outcomes and other related issues arising from this donor activity.   
The global TVET reform model
An in-depth analysis of the key reasons why, to date, the VET reform process in SSA has been so unsuccessful is essential in order develop robust policies and strategies in the future. However, the SBAR makes no explicit attempt to review the Banks’s own policy advice and project activities during the last 30 years. In particular, no mention is made of the outcomes and impacts of the VET reform model which was so strongly promoted by the Bank from the early 1990s and formed the basis for the design of its own TVET projects for the next 20 years (see Bennell, 1996). This lack of institutional self-reflection is disappointing but perhaps not surprising given the continued (albeit somewhat reduced) dominance of the Bank, especially in the area of ‘policy advice’.    
Fundamentally, it is the continued low level of demand for VET from most key stakeholders (employers, training institutions, powerful class interests, and the government itself) which explains the lack of success in implementing the Bank’s VET reform model in SSA. Most employers continue to have limited skills requirements and have effectively internalised the skills development process. Nor has economic liberalisation led to a surge in training activity as was originally expected. A basic tenet of political economy analysis is that, as a general rule,  governments continue to invest in specific activities/investments only so long as this helps them stay in power (see Kosack, 2009 and Hickey and Hossain, 2019). Not only are most employers not interested in VET reform but neither are other powerful class interests; in particular, the bureaucracy which seeks to retain control over its own training institutions and a newly reconstituted middle class mainly which sends its children to universities (Bennell, 2020a). Most governments have generally resisted any attempts to privatise training provision.      
Overall conceptualisation of the skills development process
The SBAR is subtitled ‘Skills for Productivity, Inclusion and Adaptability’. Unlike the VETSPP, it places considerably more emphasis on the role of skills training in improving the inclusion of the poor and anticipating future skill requirements. It is for this reason that VET is no longer dealt with in a separate, stand-alone report but is included in a report format that tries to cover national skills development as a whole. While this is an improvement, what is still missing is a deeper analysis of the skills development process and, in particular, learning processes at national, institutional and individual levels.
Three particular issues standout. Firstly, the compartmentalisation of skills into three types, namely foundational, TVET and higher education is still too narrow and simplistic. A more holistic conceptualisation is required which integrates skills development with the much broader process of capacity development and economic development as a whole and is based on a coherent skills development framework centred on well-defined occupational and job-related skills not just in the private sector (which is the primary focus of the SBAR) but also the public sector which continues to employ the majority of skilled workers in SSA.    
Secondly, in the context of rapid economic liberalisation, what knowledge, skills and attitudes are needed in order to accelerate robust capitalist development especially in the formal sector? Comprehensive skills development programmes in SSA should nurture the development of world class business and management skills. While there has been rapid growth in business-related degree and diploma programmes provided mainly by the private sector in SSA especially during the last decade, the access of talented African entrepreneurs and managers to high quality business management both nationally and internationally remains limited.
Thirdly, the SBAR says nothing about the role of foreigners (including technical assistance personnel) in facilitating the transfer of critical knowledge and skills and, more generally, in the development of national competencies. In particular, how do countries in SSA become ‘learning countries’ as did Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan during the 1950s and 1960s? (Bennell, 1993). Globalisation heightens the need for low-income developing countries to develop the necessary learning capacity and related competencies and attitudes to tap global knowledge. A major factor in the success of the late-developing industrializing countries (including Japan) was their capacity to draw upon and utilise effectively foreign skills and knowledge. In marked contrast, the process of learning from foreigners has been flawed in most of SSA (with the a few exceptions such as Botswana) and South Asia. Colonialism and post-independence nationalism undoubtedly affected the overall commitment of governments and other organisations to rely on foreign expertise, but the inability to use this expertise properly (particularly in the public sector) when it was made available has also been important in explaining the poor human resource development record in much of SSA. 
3. Specific issues
A new, distinctly different, generation of Bank-funded skills development projects have been rolled out across SSA during the last decade. The SBAR’s main foci and recommendations are generally in line with this new approach to skills development. However, there are important differences in focus and emphasis which raises concerns that about the degree of mismatch between policy advice and practice (Bennell, 2020b). 
3.1 The roles of the state and private sector
The SBAR recommends (at least implicitly) a much greater role for the state in promoting, planning and regulating skills provision. Such a proactive, human resource-led development model was missing from the VETSPP.  Support for national training funds and the establishment of public-private partnerships in key growth sectors is entirely consistent with such a skills development strategy and SBAR reaffirms their place as core components of the Bank’s own skills development projects during the last decade. However, there is no detailed analysis of the success to date of these new generation of VET projects. The lack of sustainability of training funds (especially when not supported by payroll training levies) and limited employer scope for and involvement in PPPs are recurring themes in most countries. The training system in Singapore was driven by the skill requirements of FDI-led industrialisation based on modern technologies. However, most industrial sub-sectors in SSA are too small[footnoteRef:5] and rely on low-level technologies to warrant PPPs. [5:  In many manufacturing sub-sectors, there are typically one or two major enterprises. Non-metallic industries such as glass, cement and modern building materials (steelwork, roofing etc.) are prime examples. ] 

The SBAR repeatedly highlights the importance of encouraging private sector training provision. However, there is no discussion of the key developments in the size, nature and performance of private sector training provision during the last three decades. Again, this is largely due to the paucity of information.  The last substantive research was undertaken in the mid-1990s (see Bennell, 2000). 
Despite this lack of evidence, the SBAR still asserts that primary reliance should be placed on enterprises and private sector training providers in the actual delivery of training. It states that ‘the public sector does not need to provide the training itself. Instead it can competitively hire providers from the private sector to provide the training itself’ (p.219). This is strikingly at odds with the Bank’s own skills development projects in SSA during the decade most of which provide major funding for the establishment of new public training centres (often as part of PPPs) and the rejuvenation of existing centres (see Bennell, 2020b). 
It is also particularly unrealistic because it fails to recognise the limited capacity of private providers to offer technical training especially in relatively small and resource poor countries in SSA. While there have been major increases in private sector training enrolments in non-technical subjects in many countries in SSA, these have supplemented rather replaced generally quite limited public sector provision in these subject areas. What we are witnessing, therefore, is not so much the wholesale privatisation of training provision (as with primary education in major urban areas) but rather a compartmentalisation of training provision with the public sector still continuing to provide the bulk of technical training at all occupational levels while the private sector focuses of non-technical subject areas.   
3.2 Foundational skills
The key importance of foundational skills in SSA is a major focus of the SBAR[footnoteRef:6]. ‘Foundational skills are crucial both for sustained for economic growth and opportunities to benefit all members of society’ (p.130). However, in in SSA, ‘most children fail to acquire even the most basic foundational skills’ (p.110). [6:  So much so that the need to prioritise foundational skills is repeated more than 15 times throughout the report.] 

A large part of the SBAR’s first chapter on ‘Skills and Economic Transformation in SSA’ is devoted to presenting the evidence concerning the positive impact of foundational skills and socio-emotional skills in particular on productivity and economic growth. However, the chapter on ‘Foundational Skills’ focuses mostly on presenting standard information on (relatively low) school completion rates, projected educational attainment, (very low) primary school learning outcomes and (relatively high) rates of return[footnoteRef:7] in SSA. [7:  The apparent contradiction between high rates of return and poor learning and employment outcomes is not addressed.  ] 

While foundational issues are undoubtedly of paramount importance, the SBAR over-states the extent to which the lack of foundational skills is, for the time being at least, the most important skills constraint in Africa. This is because there are usually more than sufficient numbers of secondary school leavers and tertiary level graduates who do have the necessary foundational skills to satisfy the recruitment needs of relatively small and slow-growing formal sectors. For example, the Bank’s own STEP studies in Ghana (2013) and Kenya (2016/17) conclude that ‘one-third of the working age population lack foundational skills required to get quality jobs’ but this still leaves two-thirds of the workforce with adequate foundational skills. These same surveys also show that university graduates in both countries have much the same literacy competency levels as other countries in South America and Asia. 
It is also noticeable that the lack of foundational skills is rarely identified as a major issue in the Bank’s own skills development projects. For example, the project appraisal report for a large skills development project in Uganda notes that ‘half of Grade 6 primary school pupils tested in 2012 were ‘proficient’ in literacy and numeracy’. Finally, as discussed below, only a very small minority of enterprises surveyed by the World Bank Enterprise Surveys in over 40 countries in SSA identify ‘inadequate educational attainment’ as the biggest firm constraint.   
3.3 School-based occupational training
Surprisingly, this is the main focus of the TVET chapter[footnoteRef:8] in the SBAR. As a result, the report gives the clear impression that school-based TVET is the predominant form of TVET in most of SSA. As discussed earlier, the detailed statistics needed to be substantiate this statement are not available. Moreover, these statistics seriously under-report post-school TVET in Africa since primary reliance is placed on school-based statistics collected by the Ministry of Education. Training provision by other ministries and private/not-for-profit training centres is barely reported, if at all. Even on the basis of the seriously inadequate UIS data, it is clear that school-based TVET is negligible in most of Anglophone Africa (see table 2).  [8:  Surprisingly short, just bb pages out of mm.] 

The undue emphasis on school-based training results in the SBAR devoting considerable attention to the premature ‘tracking’ of school students into TVET specialisations[footnoteRef:9]. Previous research has shown that the vocational commitment of school-trained TVET graduates is generally low (see Foster, 1965).  This is probably an important explanatory factor for why skill shortages are most acute in those countries that rely most heavily on school-based TVET programmes. Considerable research undertaken over the last 50 years has repeatedly confirmed the ‘vocational school fallacy’ (originally coined by Philip Foster, 1965). It is this fallacy that the SBAR should have highlighted with a clear policy recommendation directed at those countries which continue to rely so heavily on school-based TVET to switch to post-school training provision as is generally the case in Anglophone Africa.   [9:  The discussion about the future expansion of TVET also focuses exclusively on school-based enrolments.] 

3.4 Post-school occupational training
In most countries in SSA and especially in Anglophone Africa, post-secondary school training centres which are directly part of the publically financed and managed formal education and training system comprise the bulk of TVET provision. This formal training system not only covers nationwide networks of ‘technical and vocational’ training centres (focusing mainly on pre-employment training for secondary school leavers at both lower and middle occupational 
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	Table 2: Enrolments at TVET secondary schools, and post-secondary, non-tertiary and tertiary training institutions, selected countries, 2000 and 2018 ('000 rounded). 

	 
	 
	2000/nya
	 
	 
	2018/nya
	 
	

	 
	Lower 
	Upper 
	Post-secondary,
	Tertiary
	Lower 
	Upper 
	Post-secondary,
	Tertiary
	

	Country
	Secondary
	Secondary
	non-tertiary
	 
	Secondary
	Secondary
	non-tertiary
	 
	

	Anglophone
	
	
	
	 
	
	
	
	 
	

	Ethiopia
	0
	8
	5
	68
	0
	352
	0
	757
	

	Ghana
	0
	14
	Na
	120
	0
	72
	0
	444
	

	Kenya
	0
	9
	17
	89
	0
	0
	166
	563
	

	Malawi
	0
	Na
	14
	4
	0
	0
	0
	12
	

	Tanzania
	0
	Na
	Na
	19
	6
	3
	119
	179
	

	Uganda
	9
	31
	Na
	41
	0
	0
	53
	165
	

	Zambia
	0
	0
	0
	23
	0
	0
	0
	57
	

	Francophone/other
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	Benin
	8
	12
	0
	22
	4
	24
	0
	126
	

	Cameroon
	118
	36
	8
	66
	318
	159
	31
	290
	

	DR Congo
	0
	57
	0
	60
	54
	82
	0
	465
	

	Cote d'Ivoire
	14
	12
	0
	97
	55
	56
	0
	218
	

	Madagascar
	9
	19
	0
	32
	4
	19
	4
	138
	

	Mali
	0
	33
	0
	20
	0
	128
	3
	73
	

	Mozambique
	16
	4
	0
	10
	15
	98
	0
	201
	

	Rwanda
	0
	32
	0
	9
	10
	89
	13
	81
	

	Senegal
	14
	4
	0
	29
	18
	14
	0
	163
	

	Togo
	4
	11
	0
	14
	8
	34
	0
	89
	

	Total SSA
	356
	1441
	408
	2326
	727
	2802
	1086
	8075
	

	% enrolments
	2.4
	17.9
	9
	51.1
	1.9
	13.3
	8.6
	63.6
	

	Source: UIS
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



levels) but also a parallel network of training centres managed by all key sector ministries and parastatals (most notably agriculture, communications, public works, health, transport, defence, electricity and water). This is almost totally ignored by the SBAR which, again, is due to misconceptions and misunderstandings about the basic features of skills training in the region.
3.5 Higher education occupational training
The role of the higher education sector in meeting the emerging skill requirements of increasingly resource-based and services-oriented economies is not discussed in the SBAR in any detail. Most of the chapter on higher education is devoted to presenting quite basic information and making observations on university enrolment numbers and trends, equity concerns, ensuring value for money and rates of return. The SBAR makes the usual recommendations about the need for a greater focus on improving quality, promoting STEM subject enrolments and improved quality assurance.    
3.6 Job-related training
Unlike the VETSPP, the SBAR gives relatively little attention to in-employment, job-related training. Only one small section of chapter 5 on ‘continuing and remedial education and training for adults and out-of-school youths’ discusses this key area of skills development. The report merely notes that ‘some TVET training (sic) is work-based, through apprenticeships or in-service training once in employment’ (p.176). Apprenticeships are a form of occupational training which involve a mixture of enterprise and college based training whereas in-service training is, by definition, entirely job-related. This lack of attention is surprising given the report’s emphasis on the importance of ensuring that formal sector enterprises especially in the key ‘catalytic’ growth sectors have access to high quality, relevant training. 
The SBAR’s analysis of job-related training is quite general and limited. It is noted that, with regard to formal training courses, ‘on average, about 30% of formal sector manufacturing enterprises (in SSA) provide on-the-job training’ (p.308) whereas ‘on the job training in the informal sector is much less frequent’ (p.109).  Trends in the provision of ‘on-the-job training are not discussed.
What is missing is a clear typology of the basic skills training modalities with regard to job-related, in-service employment. The basic division is between informal and formal training. Informal training takes place on the job (‘sitting by Nellie’) and is typically the dominant modality especially where enterprises utilise lower-level production technologies which rely heavily on enterprise and job ‘specific’ skills. Formal training can be undertaken either in-house or by external training providers which can be both in-country and overseas.  Overseas trainers can also be used for in-country courses delivered either in-house or by external providers.    
The SBAR notes that ‘manufacturing firms are more likely to provide training themselves when they identify skills as a greater-than-average obstacle; such training can complement the skills lacking from general education’ (p.82). However, this is rarely ever the case since the primary focus of job-related training is the acquisition of management and technical skills (which can be both general and enterprise/job specific).
On the basis of this typology, detailed information is needed on the type and precise characteristics of the job-related training undertaken by enterprise employees[footnoteRef:10]. Typically, only the largest enterprises are able to organise their own in-house formal training courses. Small and medium enterprises do not have enough employees to be able to do this (see table 3). In-country external providers are particularly important for core occupational groups such as supervisors and managers. The availability of local high quality private training is key since most enterprises consider public sector provision to be poor quality and lacking in relevance.   [10:  The Bank’s own Enterprise Skills Surveys do attempt to collect this kind of information but, to date, only two country surveys (Ghana and Tanzania) have been undertaken.] 

The majority of catalytic growth sectors in SSA are dominated by the subsidiaries of foreign enterprises (mining, banking, telecommunications/mobile phones, tourism, and large-scale construction and agribusiness). Many of these companies have well developed in-house training capacity including global, regional and national training centres where employers can attend precisely tailored training courses and, where necessary, trainers from these centres can run in-country training courses. 
3.7 Skills shortages
The SBAR notes that ‘firms are increasingly reporting that lack of skills is a constraint to their growth and productivity’ (p.19). However, the evidence presented to support this contention is unconvincing. Primary reliance is placed on the Bank’s own Enterprise Surveys which have been conducted in most countries in SSA during the last 20 years. Based on this survey data, the report concludes that ‘on average, about one-third of firms report skills as a greater-than average constraint’.  This comparison is based on the average Likert-scale firm rating scores for the level of skill constraints with the overall average of the ratings scores for another 13 types of constraints. Even accepting this statistic at face value, this still means that for two-thirds of surveyed firms, skills are a lower-than-average constraint. Furthermore, most of the other firm constraints have much greater-than-average scores; access to finance, corruption, electricity, tax rates and practices in the informal sector all have above-average constraint severity scores of over 60%. In other words, skills constraints are relatively unimportant. The constraint category ‘inadequately educated workforce’ is also too general to be able to distinguish between foundational skills and occupational and job-specific skills. 

21

	Table 2: Average number of production workers, % enterprises offering formal training and % enterprises rating  

	inadequately educated workforce' as their 'biggest obstacle'
	
	
	
	

	 
	Full-time production workers
	Formal training
	Inadequately educated workforce

	 
	Small
	Medium
	Large
	Small
	Medium
	Large
	Small
	Medium
	Large

	 
	
	
	
	 
	
	 
	
	
	 

	Benin
	5
	21
	135
	10
	26
	36
	0
	1
	0

	Cameroon
	6
	35
	132
	32
	55
	50
	5
	0
	0

	Cote d'Ivoire
	8
	34
	228
	25
	59
	61
	6
	3
	6

	Ethiopia
	5
	25
	179
	14
	35
	20
	1
	2
	5

	Gambia
	8
	32
	149
	18
	47
	52
	1
	0
	0

	Guinea
	10
	22
	Na
	12
	29
	51
	1
	0
	0

	Lesotho
	7
	44
	1038
	27
	51
	24
	0
	2
	0

	Kenya
	6
	28
	183
	30
	51
	66
	2
	2
	1

	Liberia
	8
	23
	79
	18
	28
	35
	0
	1
	0

	Mali
	7
	34
	100
	15
	20
	22
	1
	0
	0

	Mozambique
	5
	25
	239
	14
	36
	28
	3
	1
	5

	Niger
	7
	21
	Na
	21
	31
	61
	0
	0
	15

	Rwanda
	93
	89
	95
	30
	42
	77
	9
	18
	24

	Sierra Leone
	7
	24
	96
	20
	29
	41
	0
	0
	0

	Swaziland
	7
	44
	255
	23
	56
	51
	0
	0
	2

	Togo
	7
	32
	223
	33
	39
	28
	1
	4
	0

	Zambia
	10
	40
	221
	19
	48
	51
	0
	0
	0

	Zimbabwe
	7
	25
	214
	23
	40
	45
	0
	0
	0

	Source: World Bank, Enterprise Surveys, latest (2016-2019)
	
	
	
	




	Table 3: Percentage of enterprises rating 'workforce inadequately educated' as a major constraint

	<6%
	 6-10%
	11-20%
	21-30%
	31-40%
	40%>
	

	Eritrea
	Burundi
	Cameroon
	Angola
	Botswana
	DRC
	

	Eswatini
	Chad
	Gambia
	Benin
	Burkina Basso
	Gabon
	

	Namibia
	Kenya
	Ghana
	CAR
	Cote d'Ivoire
	Mali
	

	Rwanda
	Mozambique
	Guinea
	Congo
	
	Tanzania
	

	 
	Nigeria
	Guinea Bissau
	Niger
	
	 
	

	 
	Senegal
	Lesotho
	Togo
	
	 
	

	 
	South Africa
	Liberia
	
	
	 
	

	 
	Zambia
	Madagascar
	
	
	 
	

	 
	Zimbabwe
	Malawi
	
	
	 
	

	 
	
	Sierra Leone
	
	
	 
	

	 
	
	Sudan
	
	
	 
	

	 
	 
	Uganda
	 
	 
	 
	



A more detailed examination of the Bank’s Enterprise Survey data shows more clearly the extent to which ‘skills shortages’ are not perceived to be a serious issue for the great majority of enterprises in SSA. As can be observed in Table 2, during the last five years, fewer than five percent of firms in most countries identified ‘inadequately educated workforce’ as their ‘biggest constraint’. Furthermore, according to the Bank’s most recent Enterprise Survey data for SSA, only 21% of surveyed firms across 39 countries identified workforce education/skill levels as a ‘major’ constraint. In fact, among two-thirds of these countries, fewer than 20% of firms rated ‘skills shortages’ as a major constraint (see table 3). Interestingly, the remaining countries are predominantly Francophone and Lusophone. Recent enterprise surveys conducted for the World Economic Forum’s Global Competiveness Report confirms this pattern; countries where more than 20% of firms identify labour skills as a major constraint are concentrated in Francophone and Lusophone Africa.
Among the 30 countries where the data are available, skill workforce constraint ratings have decreased during the last 10 years or so in nine countries, remained largely the same in 11 countries and increased in only nine countries. In some countries, these changes are particularly large; the ratings in Cameroon, Chad, DRC and Rwanda are over 20 percentage points lower while in Mali and Tanzania they are over 20 percentage points higher. More detailed analysis needs to be undertaken in order to understand the key reasons for these changes and, in particular, changes in the overall level of demand for workforce training by enterprises and changes in the level and quality of all types of training provision.     
Other Bank survey data show a similar picture. For example, the Bank’s own Enterprise Skills Survey in Tanzania reports that only 10% of ‘high-skill firms’ and 20% of ‘low-skill firms’ reported skills as ‘inadequate relative to need’ (Tan et al, 2016)[footnoteRef:11]. It is argued that, since high-skill firms are generally more self-reliant in meeting their own skill requirements, skill shortages tend to be less acute than among low skill firms which are generally smaller[footnoteRef:12]. In Kenya, a Bank study on employment and skills concludes that ‘the vast majority of jobs are very low skill… the majority (of workers)  do not use foundational skills like reading, writing or computer work at all’ (2016:11)). [11:  The World Bank STEP Survey in Tanzania also concluded that enterprise surveys ‘show that availability of skills is not a major constraint for firms in Africa’ (see World Bank, 2015:2). But, the Enterprise Survey data shows that skills shortages in Tanzania were the second highest out all countries surveyed in SSA.  ]  [12:  However, this conclusion is not supported by the Enterprise Surveys; in over half of the 39 survey countries, significantly more (i.e. more than five percentage points higher than small firm ratings) of large firms rate skills shortages as being a ‘major’ constraint.    ] 

While the SBAR states that training systems must be ‘ruthlessly demand driven’, the problem of lack of effective enterprise demand remains. The reported low incidence of skills constraints among both formal and informal enterprises is due to the predominance of small firms (by international standards) (see table 2) utilising relatively simple production technologies and who rely primarily on-the-job training to meet both their general and specific skill needs. Firms generally have a ready supply of adequately educated school and university leavers who can be trained on the job. Formal academic and, where necessary, technical and vocational qualifications are used as an initial screening mechanism (in order to gauge an individual’s potential trainability) when recruiting new workers which is frequently followed-up by further assessment by firms themselves coupled with initial performance-related probationary periods.    
The employment of formal apprentices is another key indicator of the demand for skilled manual workers. Despite concerted efforts to rejuvenate or even introduce ‘dual system’ apprenticeship training in the formal sector, in all countries in SSA where this system operates the numbers of formally indentured apprentices remains not only very small, but they have declined appreciably since the 1990s in most countries. 
This said, serious skills shortages at higher management and technical levels do frequently exist especially in catalytic growth sectors.  Moreover, as governments have sought to encourage greater inward foreign investment, in some countries, it has become considerably easier for foreign (as well as other) enterprises to employ expatriates. Growing dependence on expatriates is not necessarily a bad thing. Much depends on their impact in improving productivity and alleviating skill shortages and the extent to which they facilitate skills and technology transfer especially through the direct training on and off the job of national colleagues. They are primarily employed not because of a lack of pre-employment training capacity in their specialist occupation areas[footnoteRef:13] but because of the shortage of nationals with the relevant experience and key, heavily job-related, competencies.    [13:  A commonly cited reason for the employment of expatriates by foreign enterprises is to retain effective control of the enterprise by home-country nationals. However, this has been shown to be largely unfounded.] 

Despite the potentially critical role of expatriate personnel, information on the numbers and other key characteristics (sectors, duration, job types, nationality etc.) over time in SSA is very fragmentary and anecdotal. In Tanzania, for example, the number of work permits doubled between 2005 and 2014. Data from the World Bank’s STEP survey in Tanzania indicate that expatriates comprised 5-7% of managerial, professional and technical workforce.
More generally, top management talent remains scarce in SSA. Resource-based theories of firm performance emphasise the critical importance of these individuals in achieving competitive advantage both locally and internationally (see Garavan and Carbery, 2012). 
3.8 Individual demand for skills training
While there is relatively limited enterprise demand for formal skills training, individual demand is burgeoning among school leavers in most countries in SSA[footnoteRef:14]. The implications of this are largely ignored in the SBAR. Given the chronic shortage of new jobs, this often leads to an over-supply of formally qualified graduates from training centres. Even among those who do find employment, many are ‘over-qualified’ and are under-utilised with respect to their formally acquired skills. This, in turn, results in low levels of job satisfaction and job commitment, high job turnover and fuels longstanding  concerns by employers of the continuing mismatch between formal education and training and with actual job skill requirements and the persistence of a ‘white collar mentality’ among school leavers and university graduates in SSA.   [14:  Typically, there are at least five times as many applicants for available training places.] 

The high ‘social’ demand for TVET also frequently leads to rapid growth in student enrolments which exceed normal training capacity with the result that training quality declines. 
3.9 The informal sector
The SBAR notes that ‘formal VET tends to neglect the informal economy’. While this is largely the case, the reasons for this are not explored in any great detail.  It is also important to recognise that, with very limited job opportunities in the formal sector, formally trained workers increasingly end up becoming self-employed in the informal sector. At the same time, training for the informal sector is often high jacked and re-directed to certificated training mainly geared to formal sector employment.  And, as the report itself stresses, one of the main lessons from over 40 years of field experience is that ‘attempts to formalise informal sector training will likely have low take-up and modest impacts’ (p.334).
The starting point for any discussion of informal sector training is that effective demand for improved training is generally very low. This has been highlighted by numerous surveys over the years. The informal sector is dominated by basic trades using very simple technologies and, in many countries, quite effective informal, on-the-job training systems have evolved to ensure that skill requirements are met. The scope, therefore, for additional training to increase productivity and incomes is usually limited.
In a quite brief discussion, the SBAR reiterates the main conclusions of many studies/surveys concerning entrepreneurship/business and informal sector programmes in SSA, in particular, that most have ‘modest’ impacts and are complex, expensive and unsustainable with limited scope for scaling-up. Training on its own is rarely effective and only multiple intervention packages (advisory services, finance, equipment provision etc.) have shown any real potential for sustained impact. Government funding for informal sector training remains minimal in most countries and is, therefore, heavily dependent on donors and NGOs.
In the light of these conclusions, it is not surprising that the SBAR only offers lukewarm support for continued investment in these types of training interventions. Like the VETSPP, it recognises that a very cautious approach is required. Given the Bank’s own project experience with training vouchers for informal sector workers, it is noticeable that the SBAR does not endorse high-risk, market-driven innovations of this kind.  
3.10 Smallholder agriculture
The SBAR recognises that the large majority of the labour force continues to be smallholder agriculturalists in most African countries. However, barely any attention is given to how the skills of these farmers can be improved. While the SBAR states that ‘education has been found to be a key determinant of the adoption of new technologies in agriculture’ (p.90), this is generally not the case in Africa mainly because of the limited technological change in most of smallholder agriculture. One of the main conclusions of recently detailed research on rural youth livelihood in three countries (Ghana, Tanzania and Zimbabwe) is that ‘it is not all clear whether additional training or skills would make a material difference to the lives of the young people like these’ (Yeboah et al. 2020:147). Breaking out of this ‘low skill equilibrium’ requires innovative approaches which are being piloted by numerous organisations across the continent[footnoteRef:15].  [15:  For example, FAO sponsored Farm Schools and the more recent Promoting Agricultural Technical Vocational Education and Training in Africa (ATVET) project funded by the German Government (BMZ) and supported by NEPAD/African Union Commission.] 

The key role of agricultural extension and other advisory services is also neglected despite the fact the Bank itself spent billions of dollars promoting new extension systems, most notably the Training and Visit system, during the 1980s and 1990s.     
3.11 Funding and cost recovery
Unlike the VETSPP, the SBAR barely mentions the role of increased cost recovery for training provision for both enterprises and individuals. The impact of payroll levies for training which have been widely promoted by the Bank has been limited mainly due to employer resistance and the diversion of levy funds by governments to other uses besides TVET. Furthermore, given the report’s emphasis on greater inclusivity, reliance on user fees would seriously dampen the demand for training among the poorest groups.
Given the severity of budget constraints, both within the education and training sector and government as a whole, the SBAR concludes that the scope for much increased funding for skills development will remain limited for the foreseeable future. Assuming this to be the case, it is difficult to see how more interventionist and ambitious skills development strategies can be mounted. 
3.12 Skills retention
The ability of countries to retain skilled workers, especially the most talented at higher management and technical levels, is a critically important human resource and skills development issue in SSA which, however, is barely mentioned in the SBAR.
Good quality information on the ‘brain drain’ in SSA is scarce and often contradictory[footnoteRef:16]. According to Bredtmann et al. the high skilled emigration rate[footnoteRef:17] from SSA increased from 11% in 1995 to 16.4% in 2010 which is much higher than other global regions[footnoteRef:18]. Furthermore, the ‘capacity to retain talent’ varies very considerably across countries in SSA. The most recent World Economic Forum Country Competiveness Survey shows that the top-ranked country in SSA is Rwanda (27th globally) with Burundi as the lowest country (ranked 138 globally).  [16:  For example, UK work permit data show relatively small numbers from SSA (around 6,000 in 2018) compared to 36,000 from South Asia and a global total of 106,000. Migrants from only two countries in SSA (Nigeria and Eritrea) are in the top 50 countries in OECD countries. Tracer studies of secondary school leavers and university graduates in four countries (Malawi, Tanzania, Tanzania and Zimbabwe) conducted in the early 2000s also showed that international migration was relatively low in most subject areas (see Al-Samarrai and Bennell, 2007).]  [17:  The skilled emigration rate is the percentage of the total stock of middle and higher level personnel who are working/living overseas.]  [18:  In 2010, this figure was 5.5% in South Asia.] 


3.12 Overseas training
 The small demographic and economic size of many countries in SSA means that they are particularly reliant on costly overseas training for most occupational training especially at the middle and higher levels. While the SBAR recognises this issue, it offers no detailed analysis how this impacts on the skills development process in these countries including their heavy reliance on donor funding for overseas training and the employment of relatively large numbers of expatriates. More generally, the relevance and cost-effectiveness of overseas training especially in the North has been called into question with some donors significantly reducing funding for ‘overseas scholarships’. The low return/long-term retention of foreign trained individuals who possess internationally recognised qualifications is another major issue.
Nor does the SBAR consider how small countries in SSA can mitigate the negative consequences of their basic lack of training capacity and reliance on foreigners. The development of regional training capacity (which the Bank itself is showing growing interest in) is a key area which is considerably more developed in small country regions most notably in the Caribbean and South Pacific.     
4. Conclusion
The publication of the SBAR report is to be welcomed in particular because it highlights the urgent need for countries in SSA to adopt holistic, ambitious and long-term skills development strategies which effectively address the deepening skills crisis in the continent. While governments must take the lead, public-private partnerships which focus on the skills needs of ‘catalytic’ growth sectors are essential. At the same time, national training systems must play a key role in improving the livelihoods of the mass of the population in the informal sector and agriculture. 
This said, much remains to be done to improve the overall quality of policy analysis in this area. This includes increasing the availability of accurate, up-to-date information and greater conceptual clarity particularly with respect to the three main dimensions of training provision namely occupational level, types of skill and institutional location.          
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