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Definitions 
 
Access and control over resources: This concept has three parts: resources, access, and control. The first, 
resources, refers to means and goods, including economic (household income) or productive means (land, 
equipment, tools, work, credit); political means (capability for leadership, information and organization); and 
time. Access and control have slightly different meanings. Access refers to the ability to use and benefit from 
specific resources (material, financial, human, social, political, etc.) whereas control over resources also entails 
being able to make decisions over the use of that resource. For example, women’s control over land means 
that they can access land (use it), own land (can be the legal title-holders), and make decisions about whether 
to sell or rent the land. Access and control over resources is a key element of women’s empowerment, and by 
extension, the achievement of gender equality (UN Women). 
 
Agency: Having the aspirations, confidence, and capacity to make decisions about one’s own life and act on 
them to achieve a desired outcome, free of violence, retribution, or fear. Agency includes the ability to exert 
control over resources, assets, income, and one’s own time, as well as the ability to mitigate risks in one’s own 
life, and in the relations and structures around them. At a collective level, agency enables individuals to 
analyze, organize, and mobilize in an effort to change policies, practices, and institutions, influencing decision-
making processes and social norms and taking on leadership roles in their communities, workplaces, 
institutions, and governments. 
 
Decent Work: Decent work sums up the aspirations of people in their working lives. It involves opportunities 
for work that is productive and delivers a fair income, security in the workplace and social protection for 
families, better prospects for personal development and social integration, freedom for people to express 
their concerns, organize and participate in the decisions that affect their lives and equality of opportunity and 
treatment for all women and men. 
 
Empowerment (of women and girls): The empowerment of women and girls concerns their gaining power 
and control over their own lives. It involves awareness-raising, building self-confidence, expansion of choices, 
increased access to and control over resources and actions to transform the structures and institutions which 
reinforce and perpetuate gender discrimination and inequality. This implies that to be empowered they must 
not only have equal capabilities (such as education and health) and equal access to resources and 
opportunities (such as land and employment), but they must also have the agency to use these rights, 
capabilities, resources and opportunities to make strategic choices and decisions (such as is provided through 
leadership opportunities and participation in political institutions). 
 
Economic empowerment: is the capacity of women and men to participate in, contribute to and benefit from 
growth processes in ways that recognise the value of their contributions, respect their dignity and make it 
possible to negotiate a fairer distribution of the benefits of growth (OECD). 
 
Gender Analysis: Gender analysis is a critical examination of how differences in gender roles, activities, needs, 
opportunities and rights/entitlements affect men, women, girls and boys in certain situation or contexts. 
Gender analysis examines the relationships between females and males and their access to and control of 
resources and the constraints they face relative to each other. A gender analysis should be integrated into all 
sector assessments or situational analyses to ensure that gender-based injustices and inequalities are not 
exacerbated by interventions, and that where possible, greater equality and justice in gender relations are 
promoted (UN Women). 
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Gender-blind: Failure to recognize that the roles and responsibilities of men/boys and women/girls can be 
assigned to them in specific social, cultural, economic and political contexts and backgrounds.  Approaches 
that are gender-blind do not take into account these different roles and  
 
Gender Equality: This refers to the equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women and men and 
girls and boys. Equality does not mean that women and men will become the same but that women’s and 
men’s rights, responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on whether they are born male or female. 
Gender equality implies that the interests, needs and priorities of both women and men are taken into 
consideration, recognizing the diversity of different groups of women and men. Gender equality is not a 
women’s issue but should concern and fully engage men as well as women. Equality between women and 
men is seen both as a human rights issue and as a precondition for, and indicator of, sustainable people-
centered development (UN Women). 
 
Gender transformative approach: Actively examines, questions, and changes rigid gender norms and 
imbalances of power. It promotes gender equality, while working with key stakeholders to identify, address, 
and positively transform the root causes of gender inequality for women and men, girls, and boys.  
 
TVET: Technical and Vocational Education and Training  is education and training which provides knowledge 
and skills for employment. TVET uses formal, non-formal and informal learning. TVET is recognised to be a 
crucial vehicle for social equity, inclusion and sustainable development. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Formal_learning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nonformal_learning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Informal_learning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_equity
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Executive Summary 
 
Sri Lanka is benefitting from the end of conflict and has entered a period of economic growth.   The country 
has made significant progress in its socio-economic and human development indicators – with a notable 
exception.  According to the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Reports, Sri Lankan women have 
lost ground in terms of economic participation and opportunity. Indeed, Sri Lanka has fallen from 16th overall 
in 20101 to 109th in 20172. Further, the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) report on decent work in Sri 
Lanka finds that women’s workforce participation rate is astoundingly low, noting that the female LFPR is 
36.6% (74.5% among men), despite women’s high literacy and educational levels3. 
 
According to the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) Department of Census and Statistics 2017 report4, employers 
are reluctant to hire women for the following reasons:  they are said to lack required vocational and 
professional qualifications; have family responsibilities; have increased security, working location and 
transportation concerns; require maternity leave; have retention and absenteeism issues; lack dedication to 
work; and are unable to take on responsibility and challenges.  Studies have shown that the negative 
perception held by employers of women crosses all employment sectors, including the four sectors with the 
greatest potential for growth, hospitality and tourism, construction, information and communications 
technology and automotive/light engineering. These are sectors which are viewed as non-traditional for 
women.  
 
Whether the sectors are traditional or non-traditional, challenges arise at every stage of the TVET process for 
young women.  From the selection of career path, successful progression, through training and gaining 
technical skills and certification; to securing and retaining a job with opportunity for advancement in a growth 
sector, women face numerous barriers.  In the case of women, high literacy and educational levels do not 
translate to employment. Opportunity and access often intersect with other variables to hinder women’s 
active participation in the labour force. This limits their ability to succeed in the labour market. The question 
therefore remains, what needs to be done to promote the participation of women in the labour market? In 
particular, how can women be supported to enter and remain in the high growth sectors in Sri Lanka?  
 
This white paper,  based on desk research, focus group discussions and lessons learnt from the World 
University Service of Canada (WUSC), through the Advancing Specialized Skills for Economic Transformation 
(ASSET) project, explores the issue of female workforce participation by examining the the national policies 
and practices which govern the sector and influence employment practices, the TVET institutions themselves, 
and the challenges and opportunities that individual women face accessing TVET and employment 
opportunities. The paper concludes with a series of recommendations covering each of the three levels and 
specific to the four high-growth sectors.   Since 2014, the World University Service of Canada (WUSC), through 
the ASSET project,  has been actively engaged in vocational training activities to augment the socioeconomic 
conditions of marginalized under- and unemployed women and youth. Its training programs cover both 
traditional and non traditional trades. Gender Equality and Social Inclusion was integrated into all aspects of 
the ASSET model, providing opportunities for advancing women in the workforce. While some interventions 
were sector specific, much of the effort was cross cutting and provided women with greater access and agency 
in determining their career path in any of the four high growth sectors. 

                                                             
1 http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GenderGap_Report_2010.pdf 
2 http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2017.pdf 
3 https://www.ilo.org/colombo/dw/WCMS_215962/lang--en/index.htm 
4 Department of Census and Statistics, Ministry of National Policies and Economic Affairs, Sri Lanka Labour Demand 

Survey 2017 
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1. Introduction 
 
Sri Lanka is in a period of economic growth.  The country has been able to move past a protracted conflict and 
devastating natural disasters including a tsunami, and grown the economy at an average rate of 5.8% annually 
since the end of the civil war in 2009.  This island of over 21 million people is transitioning from rural-based 
agriculture to a more urbanized manufacturing and service focus.  In addition, Sri Lanka has made significant 
progress in its socio-economic and human development indicators – with a notable exception.  According to 
the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Reports, Sri Lankan women have lost ground in terms of 
economic participation and opportunity. Indeed, Sri Lanka has fallen from 16th overall in 2010 (and 89th for 
economic participation and opportunity)5 to 109th (and 123rd for economic opportunity and participation) in 
20176. Further, the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) report on decent work in Sri Lanka finds that 
women’s workforce participation rate is astoundingly low, noting that the female LFPR is 36.6% in comparison 
to 74.5% among men, despite women’s high literacy and educational levels7. 
 
In 2017, The Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) released their Vision 2025, which recognizes the challenges facing 
Sri Lankan women wanting to enter the workforce.  The strategy aims to create one million new jobs in the 
country and emphasizes that women’s participation is vital to any efforts to do so. Labour Market Surveys 
reinforce the GoSL identification of vocational sectors with significant growth potential – Hospitality and 
Tourism; Construction; Information and Communications Technology; and automotive/light engineering. 
 
Productive employment and decent work for both men and women are key elements to achieving equitable 
economic growth and poverty reduction. One of the potential pathways to ensuring decent work and high 
growth opportunities for the labour force is access to effective, high quality vocational training.  The Technical 
and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) environment in Sri Lanka falls under the Ministry of Skills 
Development and Vocational Training (MSDVT) with regulatory oversight from the Tertiary and Vocational 
Education Commission. Further, TVET training is delivered through a variety of institutions including the 
government, private and civil society training institutions.   
 
Despite its promise for contributing to economic growth, challenges arise at every stage of the TVET process 
for women in particular.  From the selection of career path, successful progression through training and 
gaining technical skills and certification; to securing and retaining a job with opportunity for advancement in 
a growth sector, women face numerous barriers.  In the case of women, high literacy and educational levels 
do not translate to employment. Opportunity and access often intersect with other variables to hinder 
women’s active participation in the labour force. This limits their ability to succeed in the labour market. The 
question therefore remains, what needs to be done to promote the participation of women in the labour 
market? In particular, how can women be supported to enter and remain in the high growth sectors in Sri 
Lanka? This white paper explores this issue by examining the three key levels in Sri Lanka’s high growth 
sectors: the national policies and practices which govern the sector and influence employment practices, the 
TVET institutions themselves, and the challenges and opportunities that individual women face accessing TVET 
and employment opportunities.  

 

                                                             
5 http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GenderGap_Report_2010.pdf 
6 http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2017.pdf 
7 https://www.ilo.org/colombo/dw/WCMS_215962/lang--en/index.htm 
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What needs to be done to promote the 
participation of women in the labour 

market?  
 

How can women be supported to enter 
and remain in the high growth sectors 

in Sri Lanka? 

 

2. Methodology 
 

A desk review was conducted of relevant secondary materials with the aim of identifying good practices 

and strategies utilized by the private sector actors to promote the inclusion of marginalized youth into 

the labour force. A special emphasis was placed on identifying good practices which support the entry of  

young women into the labourforce in the four identified sectors. 

To supplement the literature review, primary research was conducted through meetings with national 

and local stakeholders.  In order to capture the specific dynamic of the TVET sector, multitude actors, 

their policies and practices were also reviewed through national and local dialogues8, facilitated by WUSC 

and the consultant.  In total, interviews with seven key public and private officials and stakeholders from 

apex level training institutions, the corporate sector and sector councils at the national level were 

conducted. Additionally,  sixteen informal interviews  with  public and private officials at the local level 

were held.  

A total of twenty-two Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) were held over the course of the research. 

Specifically, four FGDs with current trainees, fifteen FGDs with Partner Organizations such as mobilization 

partners, VT providers and also with parents and community members were conducted. Three dialogues 

with business sector fora (BSF) were held. These FGDs took place through national level dialogues with 

public and private officials, relevant TVET service providers, key national stakeholders and business 

institutions. Similarly at a local level, dialogues were held in four districts, Ampara, Trincomalee, 

Batticaloa and Puttalam, with social mobilization partners, vocational training providers and public and 

private sector actors, CSOs, TVET trainees [current, potential and ex-trainees], and the local community. 

Additionally, when examining the work being done at the local level in depth interviews were conducted 

along with a review of relevant case studies. Finally, ten trainees, potential trainees, dropout trainers and 

former trainer trainees and social mobilisers were met for a one to one discussion. Senior WUSC staff – 

in the East, Puttalam and in Colombo were also consulted. In total, approximately 188 persons across the 

spectrum were consulted9.  

                                                             
8  See Annex 1 for plan and focus for meetings. 
9 See Annex 2 for list of persons met and dialogues/meetings. 
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3. Context of the labour force in Sri Lanka 
 
The Government of Sri Lanka, Ministry of National Policies and Economic Affairs has estimated that 
497,000 jobs remained unfilled in 2017.  Further, according to the GoSL’s Vision 2025, they anticipate the 
creation of one million new jobs.  With an aging population and high female unemployment, robust 
economic growth will depend on women gaining needed skills, opportunity, support and the self 
confidence necessary to enter the labour force.  
 
Yet, according to the GoSL Department of Census and Statistics 2017 report10, employers are reluctant to 
hire women for the following reasons:  they lack required vocational and professional qualifications; 
family responsibilities; security; working location and transportation; maternity leave; retention; 
absenteeism; lack of dedication to work; and an inability to take on responsibility and challenges.  Studies 
have shown that the negative perception held by employers of women crosses all employment sectors, 
including the sectors with the greatest potential for growth. Growth is only possible however, if the 
contribution of women can be harnessed.   
 
If the Government of Sri Lanka is to reach their ambitious employment target, stakeholders in the sector, 
government, training institutions and private sector will need to modify the way they support the active 
participation of women in trades.  It makes economic sense for the country to prioritize the gender 
sensitization of policies and procedures in a market where there is a lack of qualified employees. This is 
particularly relevant in the following high demand sectors:  
 

➢ Hospitality and Tourism 
➢ Construction 
➢ ICT 
➢ Automotive/Light Engineering 

 
Notably, these four sectors are considered to be in the vocational sphere, requiring technical training or 
apprenticeships to gain the necessary skills.   
 
Importantly, discussion with private sector employers indicates that job seekers lack the skills needed to 
fill these positions. Education is highly valued, but there is a disconnect between many training programs 
and the skills needed by industry, resulting in a mismatch between labour supply and demand.  
Unfortunately, Sri Lankan employers are also quite critical of the skill transfer from TVET institutions.  
Employers feel that almost 40% of the graduates of TVET training are poorly prepared for the world of 
work. In particular, it is noted that potential employees lack the skills, especially “soft” skills demanded 
by industry. Soft skills are harder to quantify, but these interpersonal skills are very valuable in terms of 
increasing employability and success in a selected career.  
 
 

Hard skills are specific, teachable abilities that can be defined and 
measured. By contrast, soft skills are less tangible and harder to 
quantify, and include things like interpersonal skills, 
communication skills - both expressing opinions and listening, 
team work, leadership, and taking initiative.  

 
  

                                                             
10 Department of Census and Statistics, Ministry of National Policies and Economic Affairs, Sri Lanka Labour Demand 

Survey 2017 
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3.1 WUSC in Sri Lanka:  The ASSET MODEL 
 
WUSC has been delivering TVET training in Sri Lanka since 1989.  The Advancing Specialized Skills for 
Economic Transformation (ASSET) project is a demand-driven approach to TVET which works closely with 
private sector employers to determine their workforce needs and trains young people for specific existing, 
but unfilled positions.  The training is targeted and meets industry standards.  Trainees gain technical and 
soft skills preparing them for the jobs that await their graduation.   The approach has resulted in 85% 
employment rate after training, increased job retention and workers have the opportunity for career 
advancement. 

 
The ASSET model has proven to be an effective approach to TVET programming, but WUSC has had to 
modify implementation based on evaluation of our gender disaggregated results.  One of the differences 
between demand-driven vs. supply-driven, is in the engagement of trainees and the private sector.  In the 
demand-driven approach, trainees are recruited by potential employers prior to skills training.  They are 
trained for a specific job, and if they graduate the course, go directly to employment.  Women tend to be 
at a disadvantage under this approach, lacking self-confidence in addition to technical and soft skills.  In 
order to approach the gender target set by the project, ASSET needed to provide pre-course training for 
women in soft skills including self confidence, problem solving, time management, communication and 
leadership.  This increased women’s enrolment to 38%, just shy of the 40% target11. 
 
Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) was integrated into all aspects of the ASSET model, providing 
opportunities for advancing women in the workforce. While some interventions were sector specific, 

                                                             
11 ASSET Final Report, February 2019 
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much of the effort was cross cutting and provided women with greater access and agency in determining 
their career path in any of the four high growth sectors (construction, H&T, ICT, Automotive). 
 
In order to encourage women to explore these lucrative workforce options, WUSC “influenced the 
influencers” through family engagement and social marketing.  The social marketing approach worked at 
the village level, using community mobilizers to raise awareness and promote an appreciation for the 
trade sectors through behavioural change communication (BCC) initiatives.  Community radio was 
another source of information during the recruitment phase.  A national social marketing campaign 
sought to break down gender stereotypes and enhance the dignity of labour in the trades and 
technologies sector. 
 
Potential recruits and their families were offered the opportunity of exposure visits, to get a better feel 
for the realities of the work environment.  This proved particularly important in the Hospitality and 
Tourism sector, one where families are reluctant to send young women.  Role modelling was also used to 
allow women in the trades mentor other young women considering a similar career path.   
 
WUSC utilized a comprehensive and holistic approach to preparing women for the world of work.  Most 
of the vocational training supported by the project applied National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ) 
ensuring minimum recognized standards.  Training institutions were selected based on their ability to 
deliver high quality training, but also for their gender policies and commitment to principles of equality.  
WUSC has been supporting ongoing gender sensitization training for trainers and instructors for many 
years, and ensured that all trainees were also provided with gender awareness training and support.  The 
ASSET project was also able to link with other service providers who could address issues of 
transportation, accommodation and food security which could prevent women from successfully 
participating in training programs. 
 
In addition to supporting women entering skills training, WUSC’s project also provided skills upgrading 
and certification to working women requiring the confirmation of skills to advance in their work place.  
Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) assessed existing skills and addressed technical deficits with short 
term, targeted training resulting in NVQ certification.   

 
Once enrolled in a training program, support for women was 
provided through initiatives like outbound training which 
offer a boost to confidence and self esteem.  The soft skills 
component of the training reinforced these lessons in self 
confidence which also offering employment oriented skills.  
Gender sensitization training was provided to trainers, 
instructors and the trainees themselves.   
 
As women transitioned into employment, events like 16 days 

of activism raised awareness around GBV in the workplace.  ASSET also developed a Diversity and 
Inclusion Human Resource Tool Kit which provided micro/small/medium enterprises with practical tools 
and approaches to recruitment, retention and advancement of women in their businesses. 
 
Attitude change takes time, information and tools.  WUSC’s ASSET project provided women with the 
technical and soft skills to succeed in the trades and technologies sector.  Unfortunately skills are not 
enough to keep women employed.  In order to inform opinion and modify perceptions, ASSET provided 
information to communities through social marketing, worked with private sector companies through 
their HR departments, supported gender sensitivity training at the institutional level and boosted the 
skills and confidence of women entering the labour force.  
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3.2 Relevant Labour Policies, Procedures and Practices 
 
Overall, Sri Lanka has a significant number of policies that provide direction to the TVET sector, with 
recognition that women are a vital component.  Most of these national policies are aspirational, offering 
strategic direction, but limited or no resources, especially when referring to support for women.  As a 
result, there is a gap between TVET policy and implementation within an institutional framework.  At the 
grassroots level, there is little practical application of the national policies. 
 
With regard to gender equality, there have been few changes in the legal status of women as, despite the 
guarantee of fundamental rights and nondiscrimination in the 1978 Constitution, women’s rights, 
ensured in international instruments— such as Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)—although ratified-- have not been incorporated into national 
legislation.12 With regard to the world of work, Sri Lanka ratified the ILO Equal Remuneration Convention 
In April 1993. This convention ensures equal remuneration for males and females in the public sector. 
Yet, in the private sector no such provisions exist. As a result, in Sri Lanka, females are generally paid less 
than their male counterparts. In the private sector, female workers can earn anywhere between 30-36% 
less than their male counterparts for doing the identical job13.  
 

In relation to TVET, the TVEC corporate plan does not have an explicit policy for marginalized women and 

while there is some promise with the National Strategy on TVET provision for vulnerable people, it has 

yet to be translated into clear policy mechanisms. Importantly, the National Strategy, notes that child 

care and reproductive roles are social and state responsibilities and that weak institutional support has 

resulted in limited upward mobility for marginalized women.  Notably, the National Human Resources 

and Employment Policy (NHREP), attempts a better analysis by examining gender bias and gender equity- 

identifying double burden of women, discrimination, issues of access for women and vulnerable groups 

and the need to strengthen state policy, legal and institutional infrastructures14.  

 

Finally, the Ten Year Horizon Development Framework15 included strategies around social protection for 

women and disadvantaged groups. Importantly the framework included a component for addressing 

gender equality in school curricula – eliminating stereotyping of appropriate occupations. Unfortunately, 

the policy makes little explicit mention of employment creation, quality or access.  

 

Table 1 highlights the gaps in TVET policies, its implementation within the institutional framework. The 

information gathered comes from the views of a cross section of strategic partners, key stakeholders16 

and relevant documents.17 They have been synthesized to reflect the macro picture with links at relevant 

meso level institutions18.  

  

                                                             
12 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/172710/sri-lanka-country-gender-assessment-

update.pdf 
13http://www.searo.who.int/srilanka/documents/country_profile_on_gender-based_violence_in_sl.pdf  
14 http://www.nhrep.gov.lk/ 
15 TYHDF or Mahintha Chinthana: Vision for New Sri Lanka is the policy document, aims to accelerate economic growth with 
special consideration given to pro-poor growth strategies. In the Plan, the Government seeks to enhance productivity and 
improve the links between rural and urban areas and the global economy 
16 See Annex 2 For The list of persons interviewed as per plan outline discussed with WUSC team 
17 Desk reviews re lapses/weaknesses , ILO 2015, IPS 2015,  WB 2010 , National strategy 2010. ,   
18 Useful to make cross reference with the Framework of Analysis 
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Table 1: Identified Gaps in National Policies-Implementation & Institutional Framework  

Thematic area Gaps and Issues in Public Sector 

Macro policy - 

vision/strategy  

 

● Open and free market [unregulated], push for more ‘informalised’ 

labour market participation. 

● No explicit policy statement on marginalized women.    

● Informal sector is increasing, unemployment problem is large, lack of 

focused strategy – mainly on SMEs 

● Unequal distribution of resources, unequal access and opportunities 

Labour legislation/ 

standards/institutions 

and regulatory 

mechanisms 

● Lack of supportive legal structure – vocational skill training spread 

across many institutions, operating under different ministries.  

● Most often, labour standards observed by default and OHS are not 

systematized.  

Gender regimes at work 

place 

 

● Skewed employment trends, feminine vs. masculine stereotype 

persists. 

● Lack gender sensitive policies and practices for example child care, 

flexi time schedules, entry and exit criteria, re-entry after marriage, 

training allowances for disadvantaged women promoted. 

● Lack of supporting measures or lack of women- worker friendly spaces 

impacts retention. 

 

Data - information 

● Lack of readily available information, specifically gender 

disaggregated data 

● Lessons learnt not taken on board. Could be more streamlined with 

gender information and evidence based data 

State ownership and 

State liability and 

institutional 

sustainability 

 

● Lack of coherent policy ownership across the Ministries. 

● Many donors, corporate interests and agendas do not address core-

issues related to  gender inequality  

● Stringent conditions reinforce the dominant status quo which 

excludes women.  

● The State is mostly reactive and does not proactively work to 

institutionalize specific initiatives for marginalized women. 

 

The gaps related to national policies and the TVET system listed in Table 1, though not comprehensive, 

also draw attention the important implications this has for women. The subsequent sections will highlight 

how national policies, institutional challenges and gender inequalities interact to limit women’s workforce 

participation. Notably, although TVEC’s mandate has been to formulate policy, set standards, coordinate 

as well as regulate relevance and quality of training19 issues of ‘equal opportunity’, ‘access’, and 

participation’ in the labour force for women have not been addressed seriously at the policy, institutional 

and implementation levels. Therefore, structures of discrimination and exclusion based on gender, social 

class geographical location and ethnicity have continued in varied forms for more than three decades20.  

MSDVT, in collaboration with the Asian Development Band and World Bank is establishing four national 
councils, to be called Industry Sector Councils.  These councils are expected to provide national direction 

                                                             
19 Since 2012, 1,148 courses have been accredited and recognized by NVQ. IPS 2015 ,  
20 H. Samarasuriya,  WB 2010 
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to the high-growth sectors of Construction, Tourism, ICT and Automotive/Engineering, minimizing the 
skills gaps to meet the needs of industry, while helping Sri Lankans realize their employment aspirations. 
 
ASSET has established business forums/associations at the district and regional level which link private 
sector employers, technical training institutions and government agencies.  These forums collect district 
and regional workforce planning information which informs the ISC in national planning.  ASSET has 
worked extensively with these bodies, encouraging women to assume leadership roles and providing 
gender awareness training.  The employers that form the membership of these forums are well aware 
that their labour needs can not be met without expanding their recruitment to include women.  Gender 
sensitive policies, procedures and codes of conduct are being developed at the district and regional levels.  
These are being shared with their national counterparts, in addition to identifying their labour shortages 
and industrial skill requirements. 

3.3 Institutional Challenges and Opportunities: Recruitment, Training 
and Transition to Employment 
 

This section highlights the barriers to promoting marginalized women’s employment through technical 

and vocational training. The issues raised and the analysis done is based on the information provided by 

NGOs, public and private stakeholders, training providers, mobilisation partners, trainees, ex-trainees, 

instructors, parents, and the communities in WUSC’s areas of work. The issues are relevant to all four 

sectors. Several points in the supply chain continuum (i.e. trainees’ selection, recruitment for skills 

training, on the job training or probation, employment and dropouts) are also identified. 

At an institutional level, although gender bias officially does not exist in TVET recruitment, gender 
stereotyping still exists to a marked degree both in the recruitment of trainees and in the curriculum. 
With regard to enrollment and curriculum, female students who wish to undergo vocational training are 
encouraged to register for traditionally “feminine” courses (e.g., hairdressing, beauty culture, and 
stenography), and male students are expected to register for courses in welding, automobile technology, 
machining, etc. This occurs as the latter are considered non-traditional trades for women.  Notably, the 
education system does not necessarily prepare young women to even consider these other sectors as a 
career path.  Neither the technical skills nor the soft skills are part of the standard curriculum.  This results 
in a reinforcement of gender stereotyping and segmentation of the labour force. Only ICT has a 
reasonable gender balance (51% females). While there is no need to push females into traditional male 
occupations against their will, TVET must provide equal opportunity21.  
 

Focus group discussions were held with women from the four regions where ASSET has programming. The following 
challenges were identified: 

● Society holds negative views on women working outside the home 

● They face sexual harassment when travelling to and from work 

● Women often have more work and lower salary. They are often not paid as promised at the time of 
recruitment. 

● There is exploitation of young trainees during probation period by giving them more work and multiple tasks.  

● Hostile working environment including no workplace ethics, violence against women and alcohol 
consumption.  

● Women fear the workplace and often lack of confidence; specifically women in the hotel field. 

● No support from society to carry on the work, creating family problems and challenges managing home. 

                                                             
21 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/176571/tvet-hrd-south-asia-sri-lanka.pdf 
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With regard to transitioning from TVET institutions to the labour force, in addition to the policy challenges 
already identified, several institutional challenges also exist making the transition from school to the 
world of work a difficult one, in particular for women. Challenges include, problems of equal access and 
opportunities for marginalized women; issues with regard to quality and relevance of programmes; gaps 
to meet demands for specific technical and soft skills; low quality of training delivery, lack of competent 
teachers; and high rates of labour turnover to name a few. These have been compounded by under-
resourced and or under-utilization of existing resources in given contexts and absence of or weak 
information flows between youth and the labour market.22 

 

Dropouts can occur at different points of the skill training process which can be internal and/or external 

that cause women to drop out of the process.23  Often this is in order to conform to parents and societal 

pressures.  The nature of work and work conditions and its intersection of well-being factors, social norms 

and controls through prescription and proscription all have a direct bearing on women’s agency and her 

ability to continue with TVET and access, remain and succeed in future employment24. Dropouts could be 

minimized through proper preplanning and determining an appropriate approach through social analysis 

of context-specific issues such as the economic, social, cultural and political regimes where women live 

and work. The gap in gender training and the empowerment process is reflected in whether young women 

are able to negotiate confidently and develop confidence to make decisions in a hostile environment, so 

that families and communities and colleagues understand the value of jobs or employment. Building an 

environment which is supportive of women making these decisions is also crucial. 

Ultimately, marginalized women’s access and participation in the labour force is not an exercise as simple 

as matching the skills via the demand and supply equation. Much more needs to be done to transform 

marginalized women workers’ employability, including their earning capacity, the kind of opportunities 

they receive, the worker’s condition and situation, the worker’s well-being and sometimes transcending 

traditional-stereotyping and roles affecting women’s work. 

Table 2 highlights the gaps in TVET access, provision and suitability for preparing women for the world of 

work. The information was gathered from the views of a cross section of the strategic partners, key 

stakeholders25 and by studying the relevant documents.26 This information has been triangulated to 

reflect the gaps and issues within TVET institutions that limit women’s access to the labour force and 

decent work27.  

  

                                                             
22 ADB 2014,www.adb.org/sites/default/files/PVR-375.pdf,  IPS 2015, National Education Commission 2009, ILO 2015, Country 
Gender Assessment Sri Lanka, ADB 2015,  Dundar et al 2014,  ILO 2015 
23 Most of the time not by informed personal choice 
24  We use Agency to mean the processes of decision making, negotiation, define goals, and act effectively to achieve them. 
These goals are however heavily influenced by the values of the society in which women workers live and work. 
25 See Annex 2 For The list of persons interviewed as per plan outline discussed with WUSC team 
26 Desk reviews re lapses/weaknesses , ILO 2015, IPS 2015,  WB 2010 , National strategy 2010. ,   
27 Useful to make cross reference with the Framework of Analysis 
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Table 2: Identified Gaps in Institutional Framework  

Thematic area Gaps and Issues in Institutions 

Gendered and class bias 

labour market & 

structure 

 

● Gendered-market segmentation of both the formal and informal 

labour force. 

● Male dominated trades, branding feminine trades. 

● Labour market inequities among different groups- class, gender, 

insecure school–to-work transition. 

● Gender inequality policies and practices are perpetuated, reinforced. 

Access to Participation 

and Retention 

● Opportunities and access, are unequal for marginalized women with. 

multiple forces working in unison to block their participation in the 

labour market.   

● Despite open and free access, incentives, subsidized course fees there 

are problems in the intake of marginalized women 

● Retention- dropouts are not addressed adequately.  

● Workplace lack supportive measures and women-friendly spaces. 

Linking institutions & 

Coordinating 

mechanisms/ 

effectiveness 

 

● Poor institutional commitment to offer courses that challenge 

traditional stereotypes courses [exception of INGOs, like WUSC] 

● Multiple agencies doing parallel courses, lack coherence. 

● Lack of creative training opportunities 

● Lack of  formal long term public–private partnerships at institutional 

and training levels to plan an approach for addressing marginalized 

women’s issues such as access to participation and retention 

Training supply and  

relevance of training 

● Not smooth 

– Lack of competent instructors in all VTA’s 

– There is a mismatch of skills needs and supply  

● Lack of flexible and creative training programme.   

● Lack of input from Women in VT curricula design 

● Gender imbalances in VT enrolment, traditional perceptions, gender 

stereotyping in course branding  

Organization culture, /   

across national actors 

and  VT providers 

 

● Overarching dominant culture and barriers. 

● VTC delivery environment by both public and private is still not 

considering the enrollment of women due to dominant patriarchal 

‘hierarchy’ attitudes and practices  

- Gender, class biases and sometimes cultural norms and 

beliefs related to women learning non-traditional skills   

Employability, 

competency, capability 

& prospects 

● VT is not supporting employment prospects (larger issues of 

occupation and gender segregation) 

● Lack of  avenues for upward mobility (income, career and social) 

● NVQ – framework is good but the timing and duration is a problem 

● NVQ needs to integrate gendered understandings in curricula 

Resources – human 

capacity,  physical 

resources, information 

and financial resources  

 

● Lack of learning environment (equipped facilities and staff)  for  

gender equality and social inclusion 

● Absence of appropriate services and information  

- budget resources constraints, staff remuneration low,  

highlighted by many  officials and institutions.  
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● Local level training centers, lack infrastructure and facilities 

● Sometimes  resources are underutilized 

 

Dissemination  materials  

● Information and knowledge is not dissemination in an inclusive and 

accessible way.  

 

Reach and partner 

support 

● Absence of or low understanding to empowerment and mobilization 

processes to access the full potential of the labour force (including 

women and marginalized groups).  

 
 

The lapses that relate to the TVET system listed in Table 2,  though not comprehensive, draws attention 

to the weaknesses at multiple levels in the recruitment, retention and employment of women with 

suitable skills for the Sri Lankan economy. The challenges facing women in TVET, has important 

implications for the employability of women and demonstrates how these systemic issues in TVET and 

are also interlinked with issues at the policy and practice level.28  

WUSC has been working with technical training institutions for almost 30 years, enhancing their capacity 

to deliver high quality technical training which provides trainees with theoretical and practical skills to sit 

National Vocational Qualification assessments.  ASSET has continued the work in providing instructors 

with upgraded skills in gender awareness and adult education based pedagogy.   

 

To help companies update their HR practices, WUSC Sri Lanka together with Industry stakeholders has 

produced a practical Diversity and Inclusion HR Toolkit to be used by all businesses across the country at 

different levels. This toolkit will allow business executives and stakeholders to update or implement an 

HRM database adapted to their sector of activity and their organisational characteristics (small or 

medium-sized enterprises).  

  

                                                             
28 Refer 3. Framework of analysis, ILO 2015,  
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 Working closely with employers as key partners in the 
ASSET project, WUSC found that there were private 
sector organizations that wanted to expand their 
business but had no HR system because they are small 
and micro business. For a business to be successful 
they must focus recruitment and retention through 
HR development. 
 
WUSC brought a Canadian volunteer with expertise in 
HR management to Sri Lanka to work with private 
sector partners to develop a toolkit that would 
respond to their needs as small and micro businesses. 
Through this process it was highlighted that 
businesses did not realize the importance of having 
women, occupational health, and other HR practices. 
The toolkit was therefore designed to respond to 
these needs.  

 

It was found that because small companies are focused on expansion, so often do not support trainees 

resulting in conflict between trainees and the employers and a higher dropout rate. The final toolkit 

includes approximately 40 templates for the staff of small and micro businesses to use  ranging from 

issues for the interview process, how to address harassment, work contracts, a tip sheet on occupational 

health and safety, and standard job description templates. Importantly, the toolkit also includes 

information how to include marginalized groups such as women, the disabled, and persons with different 

gender identities and sexual orientations. 

3.4 Individual and Community Challenges for Women and TVET  
 
The challenges faced by Sri Lankan women looking to enter the workforce are significant. For example, a 
2011 study conducted by TVEC in Sri Lanka found that 54.9% of women surveyed who had completed 
training in the technical trades remained unemployed. Of that number, a further 78.5% said they were 
not given job opportunities because they were female29. Further, the sectors with the greatest 
employment potential happen to be considered non-traditional for women. Specifically, there is a gender 
disparity in roles and responsibilities performed by men and women in the key employment sectors of 
Hospitality and Tourism, Automotives, ICT and Construction. In particular, the female to male ratio in 
employment in construction and automotives sector is very low. 
 
The employment gap in these high demand sectors has occurred for a number of reasons. First, women’s 
exposure to opportunities in the labour market and support for participation varies greatly across Sri 
Lanka.  This variation is driven by a variety of factors including age, ethnicity, religion, and cultural and 
social norms that influence access.  Even more influential is whether a woman lives in an urban centre or 
rural area.  Rural women have high unemployment rates, with young women having the highest rates of 
all.  The only exception to poor employment for rural women is in the estate sector where up-country 
women make up the majority of the workforce in the plantation sector. In the conflict affected areas in 
the North and East, burdens have been added to women’s coping abilities with displacement, asset loss, 
livelihood loss and landlessness.  Reports estimate that unemployment and poverty affect double the 
number of women as men30.  
 

                                                             
29  
30 Social Scientists  Association 2011. 
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Additionally, women just entering the workforce or near the end of their careers are the most vulnerable 
in the labour market.  While young women have the highest rates of unemployment in the country and 
the gender gap is expanding, older women also face discrimination when trying to enter or advance in 
the workforce.  Often they lack recognized certification which can hamper job entry, retention and 
advancement.  Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) may offer an option for these women, where work 
experience is recognized and training can be targeted to address any skill gaps. Within a short period of 
time, women following an RPL program can gain certification in their current career. 
 
Secondly, women prefer to work in fields where they feel comfortable, safe, socially accepted and are 
able to manage their personal and professional life. For this reason, the automotive and construction 
sectors are predominantly dominated by men while ICT sectors have the most opportunity for engaging 
women. Similarly, access to information consideration may mean that women may not have a good 
understanding of the requirements of a job in the trade and technologies sector and it may be a huge 
challenge to garner family and community support to enter the trades.  Families are unlikely to support a 
decision to follow this kind of career path, especially for unmarried women.  This is the case as there 
remains some concern that a career in a non-traditional trade will reduce the likelihood of marriage.  Once 
married, many women face pressure to leave the workforce.  In Sri Lanka, parents and in-laws have 
considerable influence over young people.  There remains a traditional approach to family life, with multi-
generational homes fairly common.  As a result, women tend to focus on household responsibilities over 
income-generating employment.   
 
Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, gender roles and 
social norms in particular in education have reinforced 
gender role stereotypes and have not purposefully 
empowered girls and women to challenge negative 
gendered norms31. This results in stigmatization and 
negative perceptions of women who work in fields that are 
deemed unacceptable for them. It also means that in cases 
marriage, pregnancy, and childcare the triple burden, such 
as, productive activities, reproductive activities, and social 
activities, forces them to exit from the labour force. Further, 
costs related to maternity and child care benefits that need 
to be borne by employers create gender discrimination 
against females. Work related costs tend to rise with 
marriage and children, thus affecting the balance of benefits 
and costs of being employed.  
 
Fourth and finally, around two-thirds of the female labor 
force are in the informal sector and are outside the scope of 
labor legislation that protects the rights of most workers in 
the formal sector32. Informal employment is invisible and 
excluded from national labour laws, thus outside labour 
regulations and social protection.  
 
Table 3 outlines how gender norms and roles influence women’s access not only to TVET but also to the 

high-demand sectors. The information was gathered from the views of a cross section of strategic 

partners, key stakeholders and by studying the relevant documents.33 This information has been 

                                                             
31 Sri Lanka, Country Gender Assessment Update: https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-

document/172710/sri-lanka-country-gender-assessment-update.pdf 
32  Sri Lanka, Country Gender Assessment Update: https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-

document/172710/sri-lanka-country-gender-assessment-update.pdf 
33 Desk reviews: lapses/weaknesses , ILO 2015, IPS 2015,  WB 2010 , National strategy 2010.    

WOMEN WHO WERE TRAINED IN THE 

CONSTRUCTION SECTOR BY WUSC’S PREVIOUS 

PROJECT, THE PROJECT FOR REHABILITATION 

THROUGH EDUCATION AND TRAINING (PRET), ARE 

NOW ENGAGED IN TEACHING (I.E. INSTRUCTOR FOR 

MASONRY, CARPENTRY, ALUMINUM FABRICS ETC.). 
AGAIN, THIS SHOWS THE SOCIAL ACCEPTANCE OF 

FEMALE AS TEACHERS RATHER THAN A MASON, 
CARPENTER OR PLUMBER WORKING IN THE FIELD. IN 

OTHER CASES, WOMEN ARE EARNING INCOME 

FROM THE SKILLS THEY LEARNED IN CONSTRUCTION 

SECTOR BY ENGAGING IN HOME BASED BUSINESSES 

INCLUDING THOSE MAKING CEMENT BLOCKS, 
CEMENT PILLARS, FLOWER POTS, CEMENT GRILLS, 
ETC. AND SUPPLYING THE CONSTRUCTION 

INDUSTRY. THIS WAS OBSERVED MAINLY IN THE 

NORTH WHERE  SHELTER CONSTRUCTION IS TAKING 

PLACE IN RESETTLEMENT AREAS WITH SIGNIFICANT 

INVOLVEMENT BY NGOS AND GOVERNMENT. 
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triangulated to reflect the gaps that arise from gender norms, roles and relations that limit women’s 

ability to pursue TVET options and access to employment in high-growth sectors. 

Table 3: Identified Gaps in Gender Norms and Relations 

Thematic area Gaps and Issues  

Gender regimes at TVET 

institutions and 

workplaces 

 

● Skewed employment trends, feminine stereotypes persist. 

● Lack of gender-sensitive promotion policies  for example child care, 

flexi time schedules, entry and exit criteria, re-entry after marriage, 

training allowances for disadvantaged women. 

● Lack of supporting measures such as female- friendly spaces 

● General lack of women.  

Gender regimes – 

norms,  codes of 

behavior  in  family, 

society 

 

● Family, community, male leaders, non- state actors, interest groups,  

religious elites that restrict women’s access to TVET and employment 

● Unwritten or informal laws that restrict women’s mobility and choice 

● Limited career choices 

● Double burden for women in domestic work and family care 

Women’s own 

internalized norms and 

attitudes 

● Not aware or not empowered to transcend dominant religious-

cultural -social barriers.  

● Marginalized women also locked in dominant patriarchal thinking.  

● Gap in  approach to women’s mobilization and empowerment   

Employability, 

competency, capability 

& prospects 

● VT is not supporting employment prospects (larger issues of 

occupation and gender segregation) 

● Lack of  avenues for upward mobility (income, career and social) 

● NVQ – framework is good but the timing and duration is a problem  

also needs to integrate gender equality and social inclusion into 

curricula 

 

Job security, income and 

social protection 

● Absence of fixed salary structure for certified and craft personnel. 

● Gender disparity in wages between men and women. 

● Limited or no adequate social insurance or social protection for 

vulnerable and marginalized class and working women. 

 

Reach and partner 

support 

● Absence of or low understanding and approach to empowerment and 

mobilization to tap labour force and its potential (marginalized  youth 

and women). 

 

As Table 3 and the preceding sections highlight, to make sense of the vulnerability female workers face, 

including empowerment or disempowerment, prevailing business and the TVET policy regime have to be 

taken into account. Thus, a host of internal and external issues, from a lack of control of conditions of 

employment, lack of choices, no freedom and power to change the situation, lack of understanding of 

rights, family rules and a lack of alternative support systems that hinder marginalized women workers’ 

potential capabilities. These can all lead to employability, capability failures and finally dropouts. (Also 

see the cases in the box are self- explanatory)  

In order to encourage women to explore these lucrative workforce options, WUSC influenced the 
influencers through family engagement and social marketing.  The social marketing approach worked at 
the village level, using community mobilizers to raise awareness and promote an appreciation for the 
trade sectors through behavioural change communication (BCC) initiatives.  Community radio was 
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another source of information during the recruitment phase.  A national social marketing campaign 
sought to break down gender stereotype and enhance the dignity of labour in the trades and technologies 
sector. 
 
 
Additionally, potential recruits and their families were offered the opportunity of exposure visits, to get 
a better feel for the realities of the work environment.  This proved particularly important in the 
Hospitality and Tourism sector, one where families are reluctant to send young women.  Role modelling 
was also used, allowing women in the trades to mentor other young women considering a similar career 
path.   
 
 

4. Sector Specific LFP 
 

4.1 Construction 
 
There are a number of trade sectors experience high growth and demand for skilled employees.  
Construction is one of these key sectors, but entry is often barred to women.  It remains a male dominated 
industry globally, and the situation in Sri Lanka reflects the lack of acceptance and accommodation for 
women.  There is a gender gap in construction sector in terms of number of female engaged in this sector. 
It is also reported that 97% of total employment in the construction industry is made up of males of whom 
75% fall within the age group of 25-35 years34.  It is a physically demanding industry dominated by young 
males. 

 
Barriers to women’s entry are systematic, with few construction companies willing to add costs related 
to women’s participation when preparing competitive bids for projects.  There is no clear policy plan for 
this sector and limited government engagement to change the status quo.  Data collection indicates that 
both public and private sector opinions concur that women are not welcomed in entry level positions on 
construction sites.  If they are to be part of the construction workforce, their roles should be supervisory.  
It is unclear how women without entry level experience are expected to become supervisors, or have the 
respect of others on the worksite without sufficient practical experience. 
 
Families and communities heavily influence women’s opinions on entering the construction trades.  This 
sector is seen as bestowing a poor reputation on practitioners where bad language, drinking and smoking 
are part of every work place.  There are few, if any, incentives for women to enter the sector.  Long hours, 
poor working conditions and transportation challenges make is less attractive to women than other 
sectors, despite the economic opportunities provided.   
 
Globally, the construction sector is male dominated.  In Sri Lanka, women are discouraged from 
participating in low level or entry jobs, though it is acceptable for them to work as supervisors.  
Occupational Health and Safety roles are an option for women.   
 
Construction companies are reluctant to hire women and there is no clear plan for encouraging women 
to enter the sector.  In order to keep costs low in bids, contractors are reluctant to include costs which 
would support retention of female employees.   

 

                                                             
34 ICTAD Sri Lanka country report  2014 for Asia Construct conference 

http://www.bre.polyu.edu.hk/20th_asia_construct/Country%20Reports/Sri%20Lanka.pdf 
  
 

http://www.bre.polyu.edu.hk/20th_asia_construct/Country%20Reports/Sri%20Lanka.pdf
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4.1.1 Opportunities for FLFP in 
Construction 
 
While still considered to be a construction 
trade, Quantity Surveying was found to be a 
career seen as female friendly, dignified and 
workers on the construction site accept and 
respect women in this role.  Another viable 
option for women is Site Supervisor.  Women 
entering this trade are trained in construction 
skills, but are not seen as labourers.  Both these 
trades are attractive to women, are well paid 
and socially acceptable. 
 

  

Case Study: Quantity Surveyors 

 
Construction is a non-traditional trade for women with many social and 
cultural barriers to female entry.  ASSET identified a high demand for 
Quantity Surveyors in northern Sri Lanka. This is a construction job with high 
income potential and opportunities for women.  ASSET works with local 
partners providing unemployed women and youth with technical skills and 
then placing them in jobs.  Since 1981, the National Construction Association 
of Sri Lanka (NCASL) has been the apex body in the construction industry. 
 
ASSET collaborated with NCASL to train young women to become QS.  The 
nine-month course was conducted by the IDM Nations Campus in Vavuniya. 
This group of women studying in the construction sector gained notice from 
the community.  The “female-friendly” program went a long way to changing 
perceptions about women in non-traditional trades.  In order to mitigate 
some of the barriers that women would face, ASSET provided 
accommodation to girls from very remote areas where transportation was 
limited and safety and security would be a risk. 
 
The first group completed the program, paving the way for a 100% increase 
in enrolment.  Batch #2 has thirty young women gaining skills and self 
confidence to become the newest additions to the Quantity Surveyor cadre 
of Northern Sri Lanka. 
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4.2 Hospitality and Tourism 
 
Since the end of the civil war, the Hospitality and Tourism industry has shown rapid growth in Sri Lanka. 
Yet, a 2011 study conducted by TVEC noted that there is only 5% female employment in hospitality and 
tourism sector. At the middle and senior management level the representation of women is negligible35. 
This, despite the fact that Sri Lanka’s hotel industry is a key driver of economic growth. Ongoing hotel 
construction combined with Sri Lanka’s eight UNESCO World Heritage Sites, natural, cultural and religious 
attractions have contributed to the country’s rising reputation as an attractive and good value destination 
for foreign tourists and investors36. The Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority (SLTDA) has 
encouraged investors to launch luxury boutique hotels and tourist attractions in the North and East of the 
island while anticipating further growth in the leisure industry. In 2016, tourist arrivals increased by 14%, 
reaching over 2 million travelers – in comparison to 201537.The tourism sector has emerged as a 
frontrunner in Sri Lanka’s economic activities. According to Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CBSL), the hotel 
industry contributed around two percent to the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) in 2011. Sri Lanka 
is on its way to becoming a major tourism destination in South Asia38.  
 
Women and girls in the Hospitality and Tourism Sector have been engaged more in welcoming guests, 
housekeeping and preparation of meals. They were not engaged, or do not prefer to work in room 
services and bar management which are predominantly occupied by men. Even the terminology that is 
used in this sector can been seen as restrictive.  For example, while “room attendant” is the term used in 
the curriculum provided by the VT’s, “room boy” is a word used in practice.  This reflects, society’s 
perception that room services are provided by boys and men. Further challenges include concerns around 
the exploitation of women in the industry, family concerns and social perceptions about young women 
working the night shift, trainees requiring multiple skills from the kitchen to bookkeeping to IT and 
reception. Some employers in the sector noted that it is difficult to keep staff for a longer time in a small 
hotel due to the higher salaries offered by larger hotels.  

  

  

                                                             
35 https://www.iiste.org/Journals/index.php/JTHS/article/view/35659 
36https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/overview/rising-star-industry-poised-become-key-economic-contributor-

coming-years 
37 http://www.skillupsrilanka.lk/hospitality.php 
38https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/30f331004fddd89eb9d8ff23ff966f85/Mapping+Report++-

+Ensuring+Sustainability+in+Sri+Lanka%E2%80%99s+Hotel+Industry.pdf?MOD=AJPERES 



19 | P a g e  
 

4.2.1 Opportunities for FLFP in H&T 
 
As noted above, if women are to enter the hospitality and tourism industry, negative stereotypes and the 
issue of sexual harassment in the sector need to be addressed.  WUSC’s ASSET project conducted gender 
sensitization workshops and workshops on healthy workplaces to support businesses to deal with 
challenges faced by their female employees.  The ASSET project facilitated the establishment of the 
Eastern Tourism Development Federation Business Stakeholder Forum (BSF) in the Eastern Province of 
Sri Lanka.   The Riviera Hotel in Batticaloa used the ASSET training as a basis for their campaign to prevent 
sexual harassment at their hotel.  They developed a logo and campaign messaging which was prominently 
displayed throughout their establishment.  The messaging created awareness among staff and guests that 
sexual harassment is not cultural, is not acceptable and is a punishable crime.  The logo and messaging 
was shared with BSF members in Passikuda where it gained traction.  The BSF members in the East, 
including the Guest House Owners Associations of Passikudah and Kalkudah and other association 
members, requested and received copyright permission from Hotel Riviera to use the logo and social 
marketing messaging.   
 
Social marketing messages resonate best when they are developed locally and reflect the local context.  
 

 
   
 

 
In order to meet their clients needs, hotels require trained employees and women need to be part of that 
cohort.  In the South, young women following hospitality training were asked if they had identified the 
hotel where they would like to work.  Hotel Anantaya and Jetwing were often referenced and the reason 
they gave was that these hotels had lots of women working for them.  The public is aware of the 
reputation in the industry and staff retention is a key indicator of a preferred employer.  Similarly when 
female traineed from highly marginalized villages in Mannar District in the North were placed at the 
Mount Lavinia Hotel and felt safe and respected, the message quickly spread on their home community.  
At this point, almost all of the trainees from Mannar are willing to head to Colombo for work in the sector.  
The best recruitment approach is to treat staff fairly and with respect. 
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4.3 ICT 
 
The ICT sector in Sri Lanka has significant growth potential. With regard to ICT, female labour force 
participation is lower than male participation (64% for male and 36% for female). Higher positions are 
predominantly occupied by men in ICT, more women are working in ICT sector in Government institutions 
than private sectors. If the educational level of ICT workers is considered, more women (72%) had G.C.E 
(Advance Level) qualifications. It was found that apart from the technical skills in ICT, soft skills such as 
creative thinking, team work, communication, interpersonal skills, professional ethics and proficiency in 
English are in demand by the sectors 39 

 

4.3.1 Opportunities for FLFP in ICTs 
 
The ICT sector in Sri Lanka has strong growth 
potential and is of interest to women.  The ASSET 
project piloted female friendly learning spaces 
which were culturally appropriate.  Having 
welcoming training environments supported 
women’s participation and increased retention 
rates.    
 
Family exposure to ICT companies generally results 
in support for women to enter the sector.  A better 
understanding of the work environment prepares 
women for job while increasing endorsement of 
the career choice by family members during both 
the training and employment periods.  English 
language skills are a very valuable skill set for any 
woman interested in work in the ICT sector, and 
proficiency in English greatly boosts employability 
and promotion opportunity.  
 
The ICT sector is fast paced and nationally 
approved curricula has not kept pace.  Ideally 
curricula should be prepared and updated 
integrating gender sensitivity.    
 
 
 
 

  

                                                             
39 National ICT Workforce Survey, 2013 

CASE STUDY:  FEMALE FRIENDLY COMPUTER LAB 

WITH THE FINANCIAL SUPPORT OF THE GOVERNMENT OF 

CANADA, ONE OF THE INITIATIVES BY WUSC’S ASSET 

PROJECT WAS TO PROMOTE AND ATTRACT MORE FEMALE 

PARTICIPANTS FROM THE MUSLIM COMMUNITY IN 

PUTTALAM.  THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A FEMALE-FRIENDLY 

AND CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE ICT CLASSROOM AND 

LEARNING CENTER IN ISOFT TRAINING CENTRE FIT THE BILL. 
PUTTALAM IS A SRI LANKAN DISTRICT WHERE THE MAJORITY 

OF THE POPULATION IS FROM THE MUSLIM COMMUNITY.  
 
ISOFT TRAINING CENTRE HAS APPROXIMATELY 450 STUDENTS, 
STUDYING COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY AND ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE SKILLS.  75% OF THESE STUDENTS ARE WOMEN AND 

APPROPRIATE ACCOMMODATIONS HAVE BEEN INCLUDED TO 

ENCOURAGE WOMEN TO JOIN AND REMAIN IN THE 

CLASSROOM.  NEXT TO THE ICT IS A FEMALE WASHROOM AND 

A PRAYER ROOM TO ENSURE GIRLS WHO ARE STUDYING IN THE 

CENTRE HAVE A SPACE TO RELAX, TO PRAY AND TO HAVE 

PRIVACY. FEMALE TRAINEES SAID THAT THE CLASSROOM AND 

THE SPACE FEELS COOL AND BRIGHT LIKE ‘AN EXTENSION OF 

ONE’S IDEAL HOME’. THE ROOM IS PAINTED WITH  STYLIZED 

MAPLE LEAVES AS A SUBTLE NOD TO THE CANADIAN SUPPORT.   
 
THE TRAINEES AND THEIR PARENTS WERE VERY HAPPY ABOUT 

THIS INITIATIVE AND THE CENTRE IS SHOWCASING THIS MODEL 

TO OTHER TRAINING INSTITUTES IN THE AREA TO PROMOTE 

FEMALE PARTICIPATION IN VOCATIONAL TRAINING.   
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4.4 Automotive/Light Engineering 
 
Automotive/light engineering has proven to be a challenging environment to attract women.  The women 
interested in the sector are highly motivated, but it hold limited appeal for most women and their families.  
The curriculum requires a gender sensitization overhaul and instructors also require gender awareness 
training.   
 

4.4.1 Opportunities for FPFP in Automotive/Light Engineering  
 
There can be barriers to participation in the automotive sector from a variety of sources.  An assessment 
of training discovered that instructors are reluctant to train girls and a sensitization program was 
delivered.  ASSET based some of its social marketing campaign on two young women in the south who 
have become successful automotive mechanics.   The campaign promoted the inclusion of women both 
in print and video messages. 
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5. Moving Forward 
 
Key recommendations of this report are based on a desk review, focus group discussion and interviews 
as well as best practices and lessons learnt from ASSET programming (2014-2019). The recommendations 
are focused on improving women’s access to technical and vocational training and improving women’s 
labour force participation. Making inroads will require significant changes at the national level and 
regional level through more responsive and gender-sensitive policies, the institutional level, with TVET 
institutions and employers, and finally at the individual and community level- working with individual 
women and their families and communities to create a supportive environment for women to enter non-
traditional trades.  
 

Areas of Focus 
 

Strategic Directions and Recommendation 
 

Reform of political-economic framework 
 
Develop clear understanding regarding 
access, equality principle, labour market 
segmentation and overarching dominant 
culture 

● Policy shift in the vision and approach,  enabling a 

legal and institutional framework in shaping 

national strategy 

● Fundamental state and market reforms to deal with 

structural issues related to inequalities in the 

labour market. 

 
Shift in overall TVET policy focus to 
overturn the persistence of gender 
inequalities in the system. 
 
 
 
 

 

● In TVET, policy and implementation strategy at 

Provincial, District and Divisional plans should be in 

place and it should focus on  women workers 

● Establish effective linking mechanisms for 

coordinating, implementing, and encouraging a 

focus on the inclusion of marginalized women in 

high growth sectors. 

● Formalize long partnerships to ensure marginalized 

women receive the necessary and relevant training 

 
Revise the NVQ curricula, update training 
content, approach and methods to 
incorporate marginalized women 
workers’ needs. 
 

● Train instructors on gender-responsive pedagogy 

and establish creative and flexible training 

packages 

● Upgrade skills and training materials to be gender 

sensitive.   

● Ensure labour standards, employer-employee 

relations, and worker rights to be emphasized in 

training. This should include work on sexual 

harassment.  

Understand specific needs of 
marginalized women workers in diverse 
social settings. 

● Adopt gender-sensitive policies and practices for 

marginalized women to access the system.  

 

 
Address Organizational culture across VT 
institutions and actors – and gender 
regimes in the workplace 
 
 

● Find innovative ways and means to overcome 

barriers in VT training delivery environment at the 

public, private and community levels. 

● Eliminate gender- class –ethnic biases and norms. 
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● Unpack mainstream understanding on culture – 

across VT providers/actors/organizations. 

 
Address Gender regime – norms and 
codes  in family/ community 
 
Mobilize women workers and men to 
overcome internalized norms and values 
 

 

● Improve understanding about care economy, value 

of social reproduction and shared social state 

responsibility. 

● Develop a strategy for engaging families and 

communities to support women’s labour force 

participation  

 
Build knowledge and information base 
regarding marginalized women workers, 
streamlined with gender-based evidence. 
 
Close Process monitoring and evaluation 
with regular feedbacks to the 
marginalized women, community and 
their uplifting 

 

● Support robust information systems and 

databases, including on marginalized women 

workers well-being.   

● Gender-sensitive research and analysis should be 

used to support policy making process. 

● Dissemination of useful information and access to 

the deprived – underserved areas/populations. 

● Regular trainings for all related agencies and 

institutions to support developing own self- 

monitoring plans with gender specific targets and 

indicators 

Expand  reach and consolidate links with 
partner support organizations 

● Introduce and sharpen understanding and 

approach to empowerment and mobilization 

 
Address  state capacity  and liability  to 
meet needs of marginalized women  
 
 

● State ownership has to be institutionalized through 

political commitment and gender specific 

inequality analysis to promote marginalized 

women’s transformation agenda – vis a vis local 

needs and priorities. 

Social Marketing Campaigns ● Socio cultural factors such as change of negative 
attitude and perception and the acceptance of 
women and marginalized youth is key to overcome 
limited participation of women in non-traditional 
trades.  More awareness raising, through social 
marketing, needs to be conducted to change the 
negative perception. 
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5.1. Recommendations for Advancing Decent Work in Sri Lanka:  

Roles for Canadian Organizations in the TVET sector 
 

The Sustainable Development agenda incorporates three dimensions of development: economic 

development, social inclusion, and environmental sustainability, aiming to end poverty, combat 

inequalities and promote prosperity while protecting the environment by 2030. Therefore, the multiple, 

intersecting issues around growing inequality, informalisation, vulnerability, and insecure incomes must 

be combated if SDG 5 (to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls), SDG 4 ( to ensure 

inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all), and SDG 8 

to promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment and decent work for all, which all 

touch marginalized women, their lives and their employability are to be achieved. Notably,  Sri Lanka has 

identified major development priorities to achieve the SDG’s40; one is high quality formal education and 

vocational training: the other is productive employment and decent work for all. As outlined above, this 

will be difficult to achieve without women’s active and meaningful participation in the labour force.  The 

following recommendations are based upon the experience of the ASSET project.   

● At a national policy level, advancing the decent work agenda in Sri Lanka also requires promoting 

the reform of labour laws to ensure equal pay for equal work for women regardless of whether 

they work in the public or private sector.  

● At an institutional level, advancing the decent work agenda means investing a greater focus on 

skills development41 and working to ensure that young women develop the skills they need to 

succeed in life. This includes, using technical and vocational training to support women to take 

on leadership roles in their workplace and community and rise to decision-making positions.     

● At an individual level and community level, advancing the decent work agenda means challenging 

the assumptions and stereotypes around the abilities of women and developing policies, 

programs and support mechanisms to ensure women are not relegated to educational streams 

that only lead to low-growth, low-status and low-paying employment.  

● Finally, efforts to promote women’s labour force participation require tackling the root causes of 

women’s economic marginalization and exclusion from the labour force, including the 

disproportionate burden of care work shouldered by women. This must be hand in hand with 

promoting access to employment.  

  

                                                             
40 Sustainable Development Goals, UN. 
41 International Fund for Agricultural Development, Italy, Paper presented at the FAO-IFAD-ILO, 2009;  
https://www.britishcouncil.in/sites/default/files/eiu-bc_s_asia_skills_report_17_sep.pdf; Skills development in 
South Asia, Trends in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, September 2013, British Council 
by The Economist Intelligence Unit, Innovative strategies in TVET for accelerated human resource development in 
South Asia, ADB, Australian Aid. 2014. Education for All Global Monitoring Report 2012, Youth and skills: Putting 
education to work, UNESCO.  
 

https://www.britishcouncil.in/sites/default/files/eiu-bc_s_asia_skills_report_17_sep.pdf
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6. Conclusion 
 
The desk review, scoping study and lessons learned from ASSET attempted to map the national policies 
in the TVET sector and its gaps at the institutional and implementation levels with regard to gender 
equality and women’s active participation in the labour force. The mapping exercise also covered issues 
and barriers in the process of promoting marginalized women’s employability and employment at the 
local level that is reflected in the findings. The report raises several critical questions, which are grounded 
in complex issues related to the economy and gender power relations that marginalized women workers 
live and work with.  
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Appendix 1:  ASSET Program Gender Responses  

 
The following table identifies barriers faced by WUSC’s ASSET project and breaks down the responses by 
programming component (see ASSET graphic) 
 

Gender barrier ASSET response Best practice/lessons learned/options for 
sustainability 

ASSET Workforce Planning Component 

Labour market recruitment: many 
careers are seen as non-traditional for 
women and recruitment is targeted to 
men 

Social marketing campaign addressed some 
of these preconceptions 
 

Social marketing using real life examples 
that resonate with youth and the 
influencers of youth 

Businesses overlook the potential of 
recruiting women for unfilled 
positions 

Linking BSF and associations with 
Department of labour and the District 
Coordinators on labour issues, sharing the 
contact details and relevant informations 
 
BSFs and Regional Forums were introduced 
to the online web portal: 
www.dome.gov.lk.  We also encouraged 
them to link their websites with this portal. 
 
District Coordinators from Department of 
labour participated and facilitated Job 
portal sessions for our forums and 
associations on how workforce planning 
could be systemized. 

Better understanding of labour issues, 
labour laws, addressing grievances by 
employers.  improve partner capacities to 
adopt good practices when hiring youth 
and women into workforce and abide 
with labour laws and realizing it in a 
human rights perspectives and it is a 
crime if the employers violate labour laws  

 Development of Diversity and Inclusion 
Human Resource Toolkit for Micro, Small 
and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) to 
deploy employees more effectively 
Conducted Capacity Building workshops for 
private sector partners from all four sectors 
on how to improve business by investing on 
better human resource management. There 
are nine components of the toolkit about 
better HR practices for attraction, 
recruitment and retention of youth and 
women into workforce and made it user 
friendly and is trilingual (English, Sinhala 
and Tamil) 

Better Employee-Employer relations is 
very crucial to avoid staff turnover and 
keeping talented staff thereby saving 
money for new recruitment 
During the OJT (On the Job Training) 
coaching and mentoring, regular 
monitoring and follow up for the newly 
recruited youth and women are 
important to ensure retention. Since this 
is the first job for most of the young 
female soon after graduation from skills 
training, regular coaching and mentoring 
is needed during this transition period for 
adopting the new work culture and 
environment, mingling with other senior 
staff. Thus youth felt moral support from 
the employer and immediate manager to 
become more self resilient, confidence 
and overcome any issues such as bullying 
by senior staff, manage work stress and 
handle multiple tasks. 
Coaching and mentoring should be given 
to youth after job placement to 3-6 
months as this is the first job for many of 
them without handful of experiences. 
This is also similar to the supported 
employment model where the employer 
assigned a staff called SEO (Supported 
Employment Officers) for moral and 
psychological support on a regular basis 
to the employee for minimum of 6 
months.  
If the employee are PWD (Persons with 
Disabilities) then the Supported 

http://www.dome.gov.lk/
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Employment Model is the best strategy to 
ensure their retention 
Having accommodation facilities closer to 
the working place, transport facilities 
after late working hours to go home. 
creche facilities for working mothers, 
providing lunch at the workplace are 
some of the best practices by the 
employers to ensure retention of talented 
staff. These are mostly provided by the 
Hotel Industry  compared to the rest of 
the four sectors   
When the employers treat the women by 
considering her different gender role at 
the workplace and home, thus providing 
flexi hours, concern with her immediate 
family members, transport facilities if 
needed, to manage better work life 
balance, then women will not leave the 
workplace, retention is high. This is 
beneficial to the employer to save extra 
money spent in recruiting and train 
another new  

ASSET Changing Perspectives Component 

Many young women are not 
interested in a career in the trade or 
technologies sector.  It is generally 
viewed in Sri Lanka as work for men. 

Raising awareness with family and 
influencers 

Family meetings and household visits to 
reduce drop outs.  These can be 
conducted by CSO mobilizers. 

 Exposure visits Allows youth and parents to explore an 
actual workplace, creating a greater 
understanding of the workplace 
conditions  

Behavioural Change Communication (BCC) 
and Social Marketing 

Village level BCC through street drama, 
forum theatre, debates 
Creation of a media campaign to raise 
awareness around opportunities 

Business Stakeholder Forums (BSF) Recognizing that businesses are facing 
labour shortages, BSF can share 
information about attracting women to 
their industries.   

Young women who are working at the 
industries were invited and sharing their 
personal success stories delivering inspiring 
messages, experience sharing on how they 
overcome the barriers and progressing 
their carriers at the key project events at 
District, Regional and National levels 

Produce more women role models in 
non-traditional trades and recognize their 
potential by rewarding them, bringing 
role models to the key events to deliver 
an inspiring message to the others will 
enhance more women participation by 
breaking the gender stereotypes, gender 
norms and social barriers  

Better recognition of successful women 
entrepreneurs, women in business and 
industry though award ceremonies and 
public recognition. WUSC sponsored 
awards for the successful women in 
business in collaboration with The District 
and National Chamber of Commerce Sri 
Lanka (NCCSL), Federation of the 
Information Technology Industry in Sri 
Lanka (FITIS) WITA (Women in Information 
Technology Award). 

Since few women role models are in 
trade and business, recognizing their 
skills, potential and achievements 
through awards encourages and 
motivates women to join the trade and 
technology sectors.  Private sector 
opportunities and career advancement is 
attainable if women have skills and self 
confidence.  It is also necessary to inform 
men in decision making positions of the 
potential for women and the business if 
women are hired.   

Young women lack self confidence to 
express their personal choice in terms 
of a career path. 

Outbound trainings and soft skills training 
(residential programs)  
ASSET provides leadership training after 
recruitment: 2-3 days of training in areas 

Soft skills programs should be residential 
as it gives more space for the youth to 
interact with each others, learning to 
respect others, overcome fear ( physical 
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including public speaking, time 
management, leadership, problem solving ) 

space fear and mental or psychological 
fear)  
Soft skills training should be integrated 
with the curriculum and not a stand alone 
training at one time.  
Educating parents, male siblings and 
spouse of young women is important to 
give space and choice for their daughters, 
sisters or wives to make decision 
independently  

Stigma attached to working in trades 
which make young women less 
desirable as marriage partners 

Exposure visit to the family members, 
spouse, male siblings together with young 
trainees to the working place and 
introduction to the employers 
 

Changing the negative perception of 
family members and communities as a 
whole for women working in private 
sector through trust building with the 
employer and co-workers. Activities such 
as exposure visits to the workplace by 
family members and spouse, better 
relation between employer and employee 
by inviting family members/spouse to the 
workplace during annual get together, 
day out with coworkers and their family 
members etc. 

Working with men and boys to change the 
negative perception of women working in 
trade and technology sector is very 
important 

Soft Skills Training, Career guidance 
workshops to female. Capacity building on 
managing personal or family and work life 
balance 

Empowering women with self confidence 
in decision making about her personal 
career development after marriage, work 
life balance to become role models to 
other women 

Capacity building training to employers 
about ‘Employer branding’ and this is part of 
the Diversity and Inclusion HR toolkit 
 
Sharing more visuals and video clips about 
employer branding and why youth and 
women like to work in a particular company 
or the hotel industry.  
  

Employer branding is very crucial. Because 
most of the family members or spouse 
allow the women to work or continue to 
work after marriage if the name of the 
company or private sector has a good 
name and reputation or well recognition 
etc. so the employers must be investing in 
branding.  
 

ASSET Skills Development Component 

Women are not acquiring the skills 
needed by the labour market 

ASSET provides demand driven technical 
training in the local language.  NVQ training 
ensures quality and recognition of 
certification.  ESL or second language 
training may be necessary in some sectors, 
especially H&T. 

Investing and women education and skills 
training and produce young role models 
as change makers among the society, in 
the village, so that the message about the 
working women with evidence of 
progress in her personality and financially 
to the family would spread to the entire 
village to inspire others, give more 
confidence to work in the non-traditional 
trade, improving mobility for women to 
move and work in outside of their 
hometown and districts.  

Access to training facility Concentration of training institutions in 
certain geographic areas.   Sharing 
information and make information 
accessible to partners and women 
interested in VT.  Providing transport and 
accommodation allowances to encourage 
completion of training course for those 
women who live far from the training 
centres.  If there is no training centre 
available for certain jobs demanded by the 

When parents see their daughters 
learning skills (IT) in a safe and respectful 
environment, there is increased trust in 
the training providers.  Endorsement 
from parents is readily shared within a 
community, encouraging others to 
support women entering training 
environments.   
Practical needs must be addressed 
appropriately (i.e. prayer room and time 
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sector, WUSC developed practical training 
opportunities, such as the Jaffna Hotel 
School.   Female friendly, culturally 
appropriate, safe learning environment to 
encourage learning (i.e. Muslim girls from 
Puttalam District to improve access and 
learning in IT) 

allocated, clean toilet and change 
facilities).   

Child care and domestic 
responsibilities limit the opportunities 
women have to join training 
programs. 

Training that includes child care options or 
provides stipends.  Flexible training times. 

If any training providers promote more 
female in skills training, they had to 
allocate additional fund to give stipends 
for transport, child care facilities or 
arrange it closer to the training centres 

Child care responsibilities limit 
employment options. 

Encourage employers to invest on creche in 
the workplace under CSR funds 

Invest on creche facilities by private 
sector. 
 
Working with men and boys to share roles 
at home, promoting  shared parenting 
concepts etc. 
 

Transportation can be a security 
problem. 

Travel support for low income women.  
Provide training for women in “no 
tolerance” of harassment and provide 
options to deal with harassers in a way that 
maintains their personal safety. 

Policies to ensure safe public transport 
for women. 
 
Larger companies can provide transport 
to their employees 
 
Transport arrangements for late working 
hours, or provide accommodation 
facilities for distant employees. 
 
 

Access to credit White paper on access to finance; searching 
options for loans or alternative sources of 
funding for vocational training 

Mobilize influencers in the financial 
sector to explore options for 
economically challenged individuals to 
access funds.   

ASSET Equitable opportunities for equal outcomes component 

Recruit trainees from vulnerable 
groups 

Social mobilization and awareness 
programme at the village level.  
Working with grass roots women rights 
organizations. 
Provide capacity building training to social 
mobilizers. 
 

Raising awareness among vulnerable 
groups about opportunities in the trades 
and technology sectors.  Working with 
private sector companies and stakeholder 
forums that value the contribution of 
vulnerable groups.  Showcase the 
economic benefits to employers 
(retention rates, productivity) of hiring 
people from vulnerable groups. 

Mobilize women’s rights organizations Project trained groups in street drama and 
forum theatre.  

Trained local resource with deep village 
connections that can be utilized by other 
organizations  

Internalize gender sensitivity in 
stakeholder organizations 

capacity building and gender sensitization 
programme at different levels to relevant 
stakeholders  

 

Media and communications outlets Provided with training on how to report on 
women and integrate gender sensitivity in 
articles 

 

ASSET Sustainable Employment Component 

Onboarding guidelines to private sector about 
onboarding tips through Diversity and 
Inclusion HR toolkit and capacity building 
training programme to private sector 
partners 

Use, share and, as necessary, update the 
Diversity and Inclusion tool kit which 
provides guidance on recruitment, 
retention and promotion of women in the 
workforce. 

Insufficient knowledge about labour 
laws, rights and responsibilities 

Awareness programme and capacity 
building training on labour laws 
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Bringing labour department staff and 
private sectors under one roof to discuss 
and get more knowledge, clarity and advice  

Harassment in the workplace awareness program to prevent harassment, 
templates and guidelines on addressing and 
grievances handling at the HR toolkit  

Address issues around employer/ 
employee satisfaction 

awareness programme and HR training  

ASSET Research component 

Documentation of best practices ASSET has developed research papers on: 
- Access to Finance 
- Employment opportunities for 

PWD 
- Female Labour Force 

participation 
- Diversity and Inclusion HR Tool Kit 

Workshops have been conducted to share 
resources and best practices with other 
key stakeholders in the sector. 

Sharing of resources with agencies 
engaged in gender programming 

ASSET documentation is available on the 
WUSC website 

Access and utilize available research 
products 

ASSET Sustainability Component   

National policy support for women to 
enter training in high demand sectors 

Raise awareness  

Private sector engagement and 
training 

ASSET facilitated the formation of BSFs, but 
provided no ongoing financial support.  
These groups will continue to carry out 
workforce planning – and have received 
gender awareness training and recognize 
the value of integrating women in the 
workplace 
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Appendix 2:  Sri Lankan National Policies 

The following table shows how the National policies from 2010-2016 sets the context, the vision 

statements, strategies and how the goals have been formulated.  
 

 

National Policies/Plans 

 

Vision /strategy for promoting Employment via Skills: technical & vocational sector focusing on marginalized women and 

PWD 

 

National strategy on TVET provision 

for vulnerable people  2010 

Focus on 3 types of target groups: (1)Young women, teenagers, young adult; (2) Female Headed households, widows, 

divorced/separated, single women; (3)Home based workers  

Barriers: Feminine occupations, inability to access VT in non -traditional occupations  

5 pronged strategy 

Strategy 1– Build knowledge /Information and action research, sex disaggregated data  

Strategy 2 - Raise awareness thru special community based program.  

Strategy 3 – Promoting and facilitating increased enrolment/ diverse formal-informal technical courses –beyond ‘feminine 

occupations’  

Strategy 4 -  Partnerships with NGOs, other government programmes at local level/enterprise capacity development   

Strategy 5 – Facilitate participation of young and adult mothers and women re–enter the workforce 

National Human Resources and 

Employment Policy for Sri 

Lanka, 2012 [NHREP] 

Vision: “Sri Lanka-The Wonder of Asia”  in which all persons of working age become globally competitive and multi-skilled , 

and enjoy full, decent and productive employment with higher incomes  in conditions of freedom, equity , 

security and human dignity. 

Identified issue: Access for women and rural people to TVET. 

NHREP - high unemployment [double of men] also underemployment, highlights male dominated, social attitudes regarding 

‘appropriateness of jobs’, gender based wage discrimination, vulnerable for sexual abuse, increased burden of 

unpaid care work. 

President  Maithripala Sirisena’s vision 

for the economy 2015  

 

 

 

  “… A country can grow beyond middle-income level, only through developing its skilled workforce.  Government gives 

its top priority to skills development and empowering the Sri Lankan workforce - fit for any requirement of the 

local and international markets.” 

“To preserve the inclusivity of the new global development agenda, it is imperative to empower our women to be equal 

partners in achieving SDGs. We must also ensure to keep youth, children and PWD at the centre of our 

developmental efforts” 

Prime Minister’s speech on economic 

outlook 2016 and beyond 

1 million jobs to empower the youth.  

Ensure every citizen has access to equal opportunities and individual rights are safeguarded, to promote inclusive 

involvement in the economy, especially for women, improving facilities for differently-abled persons to integrate 

into society. 

Accelerate the broad basing of opportunities– the digital economy, tourism and commercial agriculture 

increasing female participation in the economy and governance by  

● creating good and safe working conditions; 

● create quality and high paid jobs  

● Increase the female labour force participation rate to 40% by 2020. [female-operated Small and 

Medium Enterprises (SMEs) 

Address mismatch between skills acquisition and employment, empower young people without skills needed for 

employment by providing them with additional training opportunities. 

Accelerated Training and Employment programme - Public-Private- Partnership. The Government will make 

funds available both for training as well as supplementing the income of trainees in the Private Sector in 2017-

18 

Finance Minister budget speech for 

2017 

 

Catch phrase – “Accelerating growth with social inclusion” 

Medium term strategy – generating 1 million job opportunities, enhance income levels, development of rural economies.  

Public-private investment, focus on digital economy, tourism, commercial agric, accelerating industrialization. 

Facilitate pro-poor policies… Strong emphasis on alleviating poverty. 

Investment in ICT – boost skills and productivity, digital infrastructure. 

Promote SMEs, with adequate incentives. 

Address grievances of the vulnerable segments of the population. 

Skills demand – tourism industry needs 100,000 skilled workers, construction needs 400,000. So that the skills gap to be 

addressed.  

Providing scholarships for follow in TVET institute without costs.  

Infrastructure support for upgrading.. e – learning resource centre  

Free vocational education for all. 

Mandatory - Child care centers with 500 employees,  Ministry of Women’s Affairs and VT institutions to start courses for 

child care + geriatric especially for the migrant workers. 
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Public Investment Programme [PIP] 

2017-2020 – Department 

of Planning /Economic 

Affairs 

Skills development sector in Sri Lanka to be modernized to ensure access, quality and relevance. Initial effort 

through implementation of youth development programme for connecting three pillars, namely skills 

development, education and personality development. 

Key Strategies: voucher system, credit and loan schemes, scholarships for required youth to follow, courses and 

start self- employment, revise training curriculum,  

Medium Term Targets  

● increase the student intake by 20 percent and 50 percent by 2018 and 2020 respectively through the 

Skills Sector Development Programme (SSDP).  

● rehabilitation and quality improvement of rural and remote training centers as well as for finding 

solutions for shortage of instructors in order to provide vocational training opportunities throughout 

the country. 

However, according to the PIP female participation is lower in comparison to male participation for some  courses 

such as mechanical and electrical, 

ICT, hospitality and tourism fields.  

● filling vacancies in the academic staff by 90 percent by 2018 and increasing the employment rate of 

TVET graduates by 60 percent and 100 percent by 2018 and 2020 

● newly established Industrial Sector Skills Councils will guide the training institutions to deliver more 

demand driven training courses.  

Vision 2025 

The changing face of modern economy 

● Promoting PPP, take steps to integrate SMEs into the formal sector, develop tourism sector with 

appropriate training facilities, policy reforms to address labour market inefficiencies,  

● Facilitate increased female LFPR, by improving access to good quality, affordable child care facilities 

and transportation facilitating part-time and flexible work arrangements, improving maternity 

benefits for private sector employees, and improving access to tertiary education and vocational 

training. 

● Encourage the private sector to conduct skill development programmes to improve labour 

productivity. Government vocational training institutes will align their curricula with National 

Vocational Qualifications (NVQ). Skill development will begin to target older workers 

● Balance policies to promote out-migration with domestic labour market needs 

● Formalise sectors of vulnerable employment 

● Strengthen employee-employer relations 

● Expand opportunities for vocational training with private sector support. 

● Empower the youth to contribute to the economy by strengthening their entrepreneurial capabilities 

● Focus skill development programmes on sectors likely to create employment opportunities 

 

PWD  - National Policy on Disability  

May 2002 

National Employment Policy of the Ministry of Employment and Labour,  by the Minister of Employment and Labour was 

perhaps the first sectoral policy to include people who have disability and draw them into the socioeconomic 

mainstream.  

 

The policy states specifically, “the government would provide opportunities for the disabled to upgrade their knowledge 

and skills to facilitate them in securing, retraining and advancing in suitable employment thus enabling them to 

integrate into the community or society and enter active economic and social life”. 

● Promotes and protects the Rights of People who have Disability in the spirit of social justice.  

● Opportunities for enjoying a full and satisfying life and for contributing to national development their 

knowledge, experience and particular skills and capabilities as equal citizens of Sri Lanka.  

●  Quality of living of all individuals, whatever their age, in whom various types of disability may be 

manifested.  

●  Promoting gender equity, whatever age or disability. 

Issue: Lack of accurate statistics of PWD.  

PWD are either unpaid family workers or own account workers, who usually do not benefit from social security provisions 

enjoyed by persons working in the formal sector (IPS economic digest 2017),   

In 1988 minimum of public admin circular on employment of PWD reserving 3% of job opportunities in government sector, 

in 2004 this was extended to private and semi government sectors. PWD are confined to social services and 

NGOs, in special vocational centres. 
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Structure of 

Relevant Skills 

Body  

Public/ 

Private 

Provision of 

TVET 

Key features of skills policy Gender equity approach 

 

Tertiary and 

Vocational Education 

Commission (TVEC), 

under the Ministry of 

Youth Affairs and 

Skills Development; 

Department of 

Technical Education 

& Training, under the 

Ministry of Skills 

Development, 

Vocational and 

Technical Education 

 

Both 

Public Investment Programme 

[PIP] 2017-2020 – Dept of 

Planning /Economic Affairs.  

Skills development sector in Sri 

Lanka to be modernized to 

ensure access, quality and 

relevance. 

Initial effort through 

implementation of youth 

development 

programme for connecting 

three pillars, namely skills 

development, education and 

personality development. 

Accelerated Training and 

Employment programme  - 

 Public-Private- Partnership. The 

Government will make funds 

available both for training as 

well as supplementing the 

income of trainees in the Private 

Sector.42 [2017-18] 

 

National strategy on TVET provision 

for vulnerable people 2010.  

Focuses on 3 segments:  

1.Young women, teenagers, young 

adults;  

2. Female Headed households, 

widows, workers.  Identified 

barriers, inability to access VT in 

non -traditional occupations, 

branding divorced/separated, 

single women;  

3. Home based Feminine 

occupations.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                             
42 Updated by consultant, 2017. 

 


