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Project Overview 

The Advancing Specialized Skills for Economic Transformation (ASSET) project aimed to 

promote economic growth in Sri Lanka by supporting equitable employment in expanding 

trades sectors for young women and men.  Operational in the North, Northwest, East and 

South of the island, the project delivered a demand driven approach to technical and 

vocational training.    

ASSET was funded by the Government of Canada through Global Affairs Canada (GAC) and 

implemented by World University Service of Canada from June 2014 through March 2019.  

The project worked with private sector employers, public and private skills training providers 

and the Government of Sri Lanka, applying a multi-pronged approach to address the issue of 

the shortage of well-trained personnel in key trades and technology sectors in Sri Lanka.   

Working in four key employment sectors – Hospital and Tourism; Information Communication 

Technology; Construction and Automotive/Light Engineering, the project supported 

employers to conduct workforce planning, identify existing but unfilled jobs and training 

institutions to provide women and youth with the technical and soft skills required by industry 

to fill those positions. 

Key issues that the ASSET project addressed included a mismatch between technical skills 

training and employment needs; low female participation rate in the labour force, poor 

perception of skilled jobs in key sectors and high youth unemployment.   

In order to address the mismatch, the project brought together key stakeholders, private 

sector employers, training institutions and government in Business Stakeholder Forums at the 

national, regional and district level.  These forums ensured dialogue and exchange, bridging 

the gap between industry needs and training courses.  The technical assistance provided to 

the BSFs resulted in effective workforce planning, guided the delivery of training to ensure it 

met industry standards.  Trainees graduated with the technical and soft skills that employers 

were looking for. 

Business Stakeholder Forums 

Business Stakeholder Forums (BSF) are at the heart of the ASSET’s successful implementation 

of a demand-driven approach to skills development. They are a form of business associations 

that encompasses extended memberships to other stakeholders, such as TVET institutions 

and community leaders.  The key pillars of the BSF model (See Figure 01) were based on the 

views and recommendations of the private sector, TVET institutions, state officials, 

community members and other stakeholders. This created a very hospitable environment for 

its execution, which largely relied on the corporation of these actors. 

Demand-driven approaches for employment generation have been frequently used in the 

developing world by employing different methods, such as cash for work, food for work, 

employment subsidies etc1. However, until recently TVET, which is also targeted at 

                                                             
1 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. 2007. The employment imperative: report on the world social 

situation. New York: United Nations. 
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employment generation, has continued with a supply-driven approach to skills development. 

A supply-driven method risks not being able to meet the current demands in the labour 

market successfully and producing dissastified graduates unable to find employment.  It takes 

a hit and miss approach to skills development where training programs are designed and 

delivered based on assumptions rather than targeting the actual skills in demand.  Table 01 

outlines the key differences between the two methods as observed during the ASSET project 

implementation. 

Supply-driven Training Demand-driven Training 

Training based on the availability of resources, 

institutional capacities and assumptions 

Training based on the current market demand for 

labour in specific regional and national labour 

markets 

Training programs developed without the 

consultation of the prospective employers 

Training programs developed in consultation with 

prospective employers, business associations,  

Irregularly updated programs with low 

diversification 

Regularly updated programs with high subject 

specific diversification  

Graduate employability not considered in the 

program design 

Graduate employability embedded into the 

program design 

Low emphasis on soft skills development High emphasis on trade-specific soft skills 

development 

Low inter-institutional competition for new 

enrolments  

High inter-institutional competition for new 

enrolments  

Low demand for well-qualified instructors High demand for well-qualified instructors 

Table 1 Differences between Supply and Demand Driven Training 

 

In response to the limitations of a supply-driven approach (See Table 01), BSFs foster a 

demand-driven approach to skills development through continuous strengthening of 

horizontal and vertical linkages between different minded people, but with similar business 

orientation and goals. As such, it recognises and brings together district, regional and national 

level business associations under the BSF umbrella framework and permeates the ideas of 

collaboration and consultation within these groups, while creating the need for their 

constructive engagement with the TVET institutions and other stakeholders. The project 

relied on existing business associations to align themselves with the BSF approach. However, 

in the areas where business associations were absent for a particular sector, ASSET facilitated 

the establishment of new ones and alternatively upgraded the existing ones in others.  

Subsequently, the project was able to work with 26 district, seven regional and four national 

level associations which were brought under the umbrella term BSF.  Each BSF specialises in 

one of the ASSET focus sectors: hospitality and tourism (H&T), Information and 
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Communications Technology (ICT), construction, automotive and light engineering sectors in 

eleven districts of the country. Some district level associations have, on average, 25 – 30 

members representing their respective sectors.  

For example, in the Eastern Province, ASSET established the Eastern Chamber of Information 

and Communication Technology (ECICT) for regional ICT sector development. Currently, ECICT 

runs three district chapters: Ampara District ICT Forum, Computer Visual Technology 

Technician Association, Batticaloa and the Trincomalee Chamber of ICT all of which are also 

part of the BSF platform. However, in the Northern and North-Western Provinces, the 

project’s approach has been slightly different. In these cases, ASSET works with the Northern 

Chamber of Information Technology (NCIT) to operationalise the BSFs in the Northern Region.  

As a result, it has helped NCIT, which was working only in Jaffna, to expand its scope of work 

to Mannar, Vavuniya, Kilinochchi and Mullaitivu. The Puttalam ICT Association (PICTA) was 

established by ASSET. Hence, it is observed that where possible, ASSET has successfully 

catalysed the BSF approach through existing organisational platforms without trying to 

reinvent the wheel.  

 

Figure 1 NCIT facilitating a " Boost Your Business Through ICT" session in Kilinochchi 

On the one hand, collaborating with the existing associations, saved resources that otherwise 

would have been spent forming new ones.  On the other, partnerships, such as NCIT’s also 

enhanced the credibility and acceptance of the BSFs among the business community in the 

region. In the case of Northern,Eastern, Southern North Western ICT sector, the regional and 

district level associations were connected with the to the three national apex bodies; 

Information and Communication Technology Agency (ICTA), The Federation for Information 

Technology Industry Sri Lanka (FITIS) and the Sri Lanka Association of Software and Service 

Companies (SLASSCOM), through a number of interventions to ensure their representation at 

the national level.  These forms of vertical linkages help regional players to garner wider 

support and recognition for their efforts. Before the BSF approach was introduced, these 

regional and district associations were operating in isolation. When taken as a whole, this 

results in poor coordination and management of the sector, which is also one of the key 

problems associated with skills development efforts in Sri Lanka2.  

                                                             
2 See note 13 above 
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A salient feature of the BSF framework is that it creates both horizontal and vertical linkages 

that enhance the effectiveness of collaborations and consultations. For example, during the 

ASSET cycle, the Eastern Chamber of ICT, Matara District ICT Association, Hambantota District 

ICT Forum, Puttalam ICT Association and Northern Chamber of IT collaborated with the  ICTA 

to initiate 5 ‘Go Digital’ events in districts.  These interventions strengthened the Small and 

Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and other ICT partners in the districts and regions. The success of 

these endeavours rested on respective the ICT Associations’  ability to garner support through 

their vertical linkages to the national apex and the horizontal linkages to their regional 

partners.   

 

Figure 2 ‘Go Digital Sessions’ at Hambantota District Chamber of Commerce (HDCC) and Batticaloa 

  

Similar to the systematic integration of the ICT sector associations at the district, regional and 

national levels the project has been able to facilitate the same for the H&T sector.  In the 

North, the project started to work closely with the Northern Province Tourism Association 

(NPTA), and in the South, with the Ruhunu Tourism Bureau. In the Eastern Province, ASSET 

established the Eastern Tourism Development Forum in the absence of a formal association 

to represent the sector in the region.  Small and Medium enterprises (SMEs) attached to these 

associations have also been successfully connected to the Sri Lanka Tourism Development 

Authority (SLTDA)through the Sri Lanka Institute of Hotel Management (SLITHM) .  As a result, 

although there is no active Tourism Industry Skills Council (TISC), these SMEs were able to 

develop a relationship with Association of Small and Medium Enterprises in Tourism (ASMET) 

and The Hotels Association of Sri Lanka (THASL) which comes under the Ceylon Chamber of 

Commerce (CCC). 

In the case of construction associations, ASSET facilitated the formation of the Eastern 

Construction Development Consortium (ECDC), which brought together the Trincomalee, 

Batticaloa and Kalmunai National Construction Association of Sri Lanka (NCASL) chapters to 

provide support for the construction businesses in the Eastern Province and to connect with 

national and international construction bodies.  ASSET also facilitated the geographic 

expansion of the NCASL– Northern Branch, to the other four Northern districts .  All these 

districts are now represented in the NCASL– Northern Branch board of directors. The 

collaboration between Jaffna University branch in Kilinochchi and NCASL Northern branch too 

was strengthened to support regional economic development. The process entailed helping 
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these actors to  facilitate, design and conduct accredited courses, Continuous Professional 

Development (CDP) Programs, seminars that would assist the start-ups and already 

established entrepreneurs in the region. 

In the South, the Hambantota District Construction Stakeholders Forum (HDCSF) was created 
under the Hambantota District Chamber of Commerce (HDCC).  The relationships between all 
these construction associations, the Colombo based National Construction Association of Sri 
Lanka, The Chamber of Construction Industry and the Construction Industry Sector Council 
(CISC) have been strengthened. As a result, together they  conducted a number of capacity 
building interventions for ASSET partners which covered technical areas, such as construction 
industry related project management and green construction themes. These interventions 
provided opportunities to interact, network, share challenges and best practices between 
actors.  They now work in collaboration  to find solutions to the existing issues that affect the  
industry. 
 

 
Figure 3 Recently constructed NCASL facility in Trincomalee 

 
 



6 | P a g e  

 

 
Figure 4 The (CCI) President Eng Ranjith Gunathilake sharing best practices on Construction Project 

Management at the Kilinochchi Engineering Faculty 

 
Training youth and women for employment in the automotive sector encountered challenges 
due to continuous technological changes that affect the industry as a whole.  The courses that 
were available through the NVQ process were inadequate to meet the current demands of 
the industry and moreover, according to the industry pioneers, program duration was too 
short for the students to obtain all the skills necessary to work in their workshops.  
Nonetheless, ASSET was able to initiate the Hambantota / Tissamaharama Automobile 
Mechanic Association (HTAMA), in the South, which now has nearly 75 members that are 
actively involved in providing placements for the trainees within the district. It has a 
functional office for coordinating and maintain documents and a job bank database.  HTAMA 
adopts gender neutral hiring practices to recruit more female mechanics and create a feel 
safe environment for female automobile users arriving at their workshops.   
 
In 2014, WUSC brought together auto service centres in Jaffna, Kilinochchi, Mullaitivu, 
Trincomalee and Ampara in community forums to discuss opportunities and to strengthen 
the development of the automobile industry in these districts.  As a result, two important 
local automobile associations: Wheelers Association of Trincomalee and Automotive 
Association of Jaffna were created.  ASSET organized a series of exposure visits for the 
members of these associations to help them to learn new technology and tools in the industry 
with the help of their national counterparts. These visits also helped them to form an inter-
regional consultative business committee to work with their Hambantota counterparts.  
 

ASSET attempted to form a partnership with NPTA and the Sri Lanka Institute of Tourism and 

Hotel Management (SLITHM), which functions as a national level H&T institute and comes 

under the Ministry of Tourism. These attempts proved successful only to an extent since NPTA 

wanted the Northern H&T trainees to be employed within their hotel chain network in the 

North. Consequently, SLITHM re-established its hotel school in Jaffna to identify job 

placements and train young people who are willing to work all over the country. At present 

NPTA works closely with the Northern Tourism Bureau (NTB). Both organisations are of the 

view that there is adequate demand for labour in the North.  NPTA/NTB and SLITHM case 

highlights the cultural, geographic differences and perceptions that need to be considered for 

successful formation of partnerships between organisations that have different business 

goals and orientations. It also underscores the difficulties when working with already well-
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established organisations, which may take their own time to adjust to the BSF approach. 

Hence, when forming partnerships, facilitators need to be ultra-sensitive to the existing 

contextual dynamics and try to identify and set common goals that are acceptable to the 

parties involved.  

The following two sections outline the key attributes that enabled the successful 
operationalization of the BSF approach in the 11 districts where ASSET was implemented. 

BSF formation process 

1. Identify key stakeholders and invite them to the forum. This includes inviting training 
institutions, sector-specific prospective employers, and government institutions.  

 An extensive process of relationship building is required at this stage to ensure 
that the project is able to appreciate differences in opinions and perspectives 
amongst the organizations, yet understand and communicate potential 
collective incentives and benefits to organise themselves with a common goal 

2.    Draft the Articles of Association; appoint the board of directors and office bearers to 
equitably represent all stakeholder groups within the forum 

3.    Register BSFs under the Companies Act as independent regional associations representing 
respective industries  

4.    Call for membership. 

 A membership committee needs to be appointed to screen applications and grant 
memberships to the eligible applicants. Both individual and institutional memberships can 
be obtained based on eligibility 

5.     Continue to facilitate and build rapport between stakeholders 

Operationalisation process 

1.    Identify national and region-specific skills shortages for the respective sector through 
extensive consultations between employers and the TVET institutions 

2.   Develop a strategic plan based on region-specific demand for skills and nationally recognised 
qualifications, gather market intelligence to develop the sector in the region, collaborate with 
government authorities to enhance their services towards the development of the respective 
industry  

3.   Sign tripartite MoUs between the training institutions and prospective employers. These 
MoUs also function as service delivery agreements between the prospective employers and 
the training providers.  

4.   Review existing training program content and recommend new competency and skill areas 
that should be incorporated to meet industry requirements  
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5.    Continue with periodic consultations with the employers, the training institutions and the 
authorities to enhance the capacities of the association 

6.    Work closely with national and district level partners to introduce new initiatives to improve 
the marketability of the sector among prospective employees, investors and the community 

7.    Support initiatives that address issues of gender disparities and social exclusion at the 
workplace 

 

Figure 5: BSF Operational Framework 
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The key outcomes of the BSF approach 

The BSF approach was able to make key changes to the operational modalities of the regional 

business associations. At the start of project implementation, a large number of these 

organisations were not formally involved in securing human resources for the very sector they 

represent. For example, the NPTA was not even functioning as a formal association and was 

not involved in processes such as identifying current demand for skills in the sector, nor 

making any attempts to address these. However, the project facilitated the process of 

formalising NPTA as the regional association for H&T.  As a result, the training institutions, as 

well as the prospective employers in the sector, have recognised and started to work with the 

NPTA. This has changed the role of NPTA from being a defunct business association to a 

platform where industry stakeholders work together to identify the demand for skilled labour 

in their sector, identify potential candidates and train them to fill the skills gap. 

The second most important change has been the relational change that came about through 

changing perceptions of the employers about training institutions and their graduates. One 

of the key issues highlighted by prospective employers about existing training programs and 

their students was that they both fail to live up to the expected standards of the respective 

industries3. BSF platform, through its continuous engagement with the training providers and 

the employers, has been able to gradually change these negative perceptions by 

constructively remedying the issues at hand. First and foremost, it has created a platform for 

prospective employers to share their requirements with the trainers and to then work with 

them on the training curriculum. Second, it has helped them to build rapport with the training 

providers. Third, it has enabled training instructors to obtain industrial exposure and to better 

understand the real-life application of the training they provide to their students.  

The exposure visits for the project partners were arranged both at national and international 

levels, and they enabled the third most important change particularly in the tourism sector. 

The visit to the Philippines sponsored by the project for the H&T partners helped them to 

realise the effectiveness of a common standard for training, rather than having two separate 

standards as practiced in Sri Lanka. 

                                                             
3 See note 33 above 


