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It’s being known since 1970’s that there are significant skills mismatch issues in the 

labour market of Sri Lanka. These mismatches are both in number as well as quality and 

it is highest among the educated youth. In order to address these issues it is imperative 

that job specific technical skills, cognitive and non-cognitive skills are developed. Sri 

Lankan being a country on a rapid development stage needs to improve the productivity 

of its labour stocks so that long-term development goals can be achieved effectively. 

However, this calls for comprehensive analysis of demand and supply of training 

services in the TVET sector. To fulfill this research gap and as a part of the National 

Skills Sector Development Programme (SSDP) this study assess the training gaps of 

four major sectors of Sri Lanka. The selected sectors are information and 

communication technology industry (ICT), tourism and hospitality industry (THI), 

Construction industry and light engineering and services (LES) industry. All these 

sectors account for 9 per cent of the GDP and 10% of the total employment in 2012 and 

through sub-sectors they are linked to export markets as well. Hence the selection of 

these four sectors to study at this juncture is justifiable.  

The book is organized in to five chapters: introduction, review of the four sectors, 

training needs in the four sectors, the supply of training, conclusions and policy 

recommendations. In the introduction authors states that two third of informal sector 

employees of Sri Lanka are working in poor conditions while earning low wages. 

Authors also point out that approximately 7 per cent of working population comes from 

poor households. While it is necessary that Sri Lanka needs to improve its labour 

productivity in order to achieve higher economic growth, the industry sector ranks the 

quality and supply of skilled technicians as the third most barrier for their efficiency 

improvements. In this light, authors argue that there is a significant skills shortage and 

mismatch in the industry sectors that hinders the development of the country therefor it 

is necessary to explore the demand and supply of training services. 
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Research has suggested that Sri Lanka stands at 18 out of 24 Asian economies in the 

creative productivity index which is an indication of the lack of skills in the labour 

force. In addition, an average human capital score of 12 out of 24 highlights the facts 

that there are labour shortages and lack of skills such as IT and English proficiency. 

Authors further suggest that Sri Lankan rank was dropped from 65 to 72 in the global 

competitive index showing the deficiencies in the higher education and training in 

technologies and labour market efficiencies. Therefore several global indicators hold 

evidence towards the importance of exploring the demand and supply of skills training 

in Sri Lanka. As suggested by the authors, Sri Lanka’s development strategy is geared 

towards transforming its production sector in to knowledge intensive goods and services 

sector. In doing so, the government of Sri Lanka hopes to reduce the youth 

unemployment rate and increase the youth labour force participation rate. At the same 

time, as explained by the authors the government of Sri Lanka has identified that the 

existing skills education system is incapable of meeting the current labour market 

demand. Therefore, developing skills as a way of enhancing the productivity and 

competitiveness is crucial. 

There are number of government policies that identify the four focus sectors of this 

study as the major sectors where the skills training should be a priority. As identified by 

the authors they are the skills sector development programme (SSDP), national human 

resource and employment policy (NHREP), the public investment programme for 2014-

2016 and technical and vocational education and training (TVET) plan. This study 

classifies the diverse skills that are demanded by the employees in the industry in to 

three main categories: (1) Basic cognitive skills (literacy and numeracy skills mainly 

acquired through the primary education) (2) Job specific skills (these ate acquired 

through TVET sector, higher education, through apprenticeships and on the job 

training) (3) Soft skills (there are the components of emotional intelligence and 

comprised with personal habits, friendliness, dependability, being conscientious, 

language, communication, optimism and characterize relationships with other people).  

In the second chapter, authors have put their attention on exploring the four focus 

sectors of this study. Even though the four sectors account for 9 per cent if the GDP, the 

construction sector along is accountable for 91 per cent of this contribution. The tourism 

and ICT sector stands as the main sectors that attract foreign exchange. The expansion 

of primary, secondary and tertiary economic activities is dependent up on the light 

engineering sector. Authors express that the highest elasticity of employment is in the 

light engineering sector followed by the ICT sector. These four sector accounts for little 

less than a million employees. Approximately 557, 180 are employed in the 

construction sector, 208,673 are employed in the light engineering sector, 132,510 are 

employed in the tourism and hospitality sector and 27,222 are employed in the ICT 

sector respectively. Authors further suggest that the employments in all four sectors are 

primarily concentrated in the western province of Sri Lanka. Following the national 

trends of labour force participation, women do participate at a lesser level than men in 
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the four sector. Women only account for 32 per cent of works force in ICT sector and 

only 28 per cent in the tourism and hospitality sector. Approximately 3% of the 

workforce in the construction industry is represented by women while only 8% of 

women are in the labour force of light industry services sector. Among other sectors the 

ICT sector is said to have contribute more number of employment opportunities to 

youth and women. Authors suggest that in the ICT sector more than 75 per cent of 

workers are below 34 years of age. However in other two sectors more than 80 per cent 

of employees are less than 50 years of age. Yet, authors argue that ICT sector is small 

and need to rapidly expand during coming years to accommodate more youth and 

women. 

Authors further point out that the IT sector is mainly comprised of high skilled 

employees in the managerial, professional and technical categories. However, the light 

engineering services and construction sectors are predominantly comprised with 

employees in production and elementary occupation categories. This shows the fact that 

significant skills improvements are necessary in the construction and light engineering 

services sectors in order to prevent low wages. Therefore authors argue that these two 

sectors need to be more capital intensive while upgrading the skills of un-skilled 

workers accordingly. On the other hand authors suggest that the employees in the 

tourism and hospitality sector needs to upgrade the soft skills of its workers. 

Approximately 46 per cent of the workforce in the ICT sector at least has a basic degree 

qualification while 19 per cent work force is with A/L qualifications and 24 per cent 

work force is with O/L qualifications. In the construction and light engineering services 

sectors approximately 77 per cent and 62 per cent workers are with secondary education 

only. Little more than 50 percent of work force in the tourism and hospitality sector is 

also with secondary education only. Therefore, authors point out that the ICT sectors 

stands out as primary sector with more educationally qualified employees.  Other three 

industries have the potential for further expansion and that would demand up grading of 

technologies. Therefore as correctly stated by the authors, it is essential that the skills of 

the employees in these sectors are developed so they can move up the wage ladder. 

This study highlight that employees in all fore sectors had little opportunity to upgrade 

their technical and vocational skills. Other than in the already small ICT sector majority 

of employees in other three sectors have not undergone any formal or informal training 

related to TVET. English language proficiency also seems to be a constraint for 

upgrading and expansion of business. Especially in the construction sector, majority of 

the employees do work on their own or work as employees without institutions. This 

creates issues for policy makers in identifying and delivery skills training for those 

employees when the industry sector is ready to upgrade with technology improvements. 

Furthermore, nearly half of the employees in all four sectors work for small and 

medium establishments and they are highly unlikely to deliver comprehensive skills 

development training programmes to employees since they have limited resources. 

Hence the possibility of them receiving on the job training only is very high. Even 
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though the share of permanent tenure is highest in the ICT sector, taken all sector 

together permanent employment opportunities are alarmingly low. This might act as a 

demotivating factor for employers to implement skills training programmes.  Looking 

back the past five years both tourism and construction sectors have recorded highest 

expansions creating more employment opportunities, and authors argue that it is mainly 

with the development efforts after the war in 2009.  

The third chapter of this study looks at the demand for skills in the four focused sectors 

so that sector specific needs can be assessed. Annually around 152,000 youth enter in to 

labour force after O/L and A/L without following any proper skills development 

programme. As argued by this study, they should be the main target of any skills 

development training programme of the country. Studies have revealed that only around 

35 per cent of the school leaves are entering to the labour force with a proper skills 

training. Therefore majority of school leavers are in need of skills development 

programmes covering cognitive, non-cognitive and technical skills.   

The study suggests that the ICT sector would primarily require diploma and degree 

holders for the suture. Major skills demand by the ICT industries are: data base 

administration and development, digital media animation, business analysis and system 

integration, system and network administration, programme and software engineering, 

project and programme management, testing and quality assurance, sales and marketing, 

technical support, technical writing, web development, MIS/IT development, and 

solutions and technical architectures. In accordance the develop ICTVET plan has 

identified the most important skills out of these that needed to be developed as soon as 

possible. On that basis, system and network administration, programme and software 

engineering, technical support and web development would require skills training 

urgently. Specialized training is required by the job categories such as audio/video 

editor, graphic animator, system administer/operator, programmer, tester, maintenance 

technician, data processing assistant and IT technical assistant.  

With a booming economy, the government of Sri Lanka has put a special interest in 

developing the human resources in the tourism and hospitality sector. Authors suggest 

that the clerical and operational skills have been identified by the government as areas 

needed to be developed. However, authors suggest that the TVET plan of the 

government does not clearly states the skills area to be developed in the tourism sector. 

Yet it identifies sub sectors such as food production, tourism travel agency, tourism 

travel operator, tour guides and allied services, hotel food and beverages, hotel general 

management executive carder, hotel human resources, hotel front office, hotel 

entertainment and allied, housekeeping, guest house and supplementary 

accommodations as areas that needs to be looked at in developing the skills of 

employees. The construction sector would basically require more than 15,000 craftsmen 

with skills for its future expansions. As authors suggest this is to support a 15 per cent 

annual growth recorded by the sector during past two years.  The light engineering 
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sector involves production, repair and maintenance activities. As noted by the authors 

the light engineering sector is closely linked with other sectors such as construction 

industry, agriculture machinery industry, transport sector and household sector therefore 

skills needed to be developed are quite diverse. However the main occupation 

categories under consideration for skills development are machinists, foundry men, 

welders, sheet and metal workers, and fitters and painters/finishers.  

The fourth chapter is concentrated on identifying the supply side of the skills training 

needs by the four focus sectors. Authors suggest that, for the ICT and tourism and 

hospitality sector, the first three most important training sources are induction training, 

in house training and structured on the job trainings.  Evidences suggest that compared 

to other countries such as India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, Sri Lanka ranks on the top in 

providing in house training for its employees. Sri Lanka ranks on the top in training 

intensity as well. For external trainings, Sri Lanka mainly relay on public sources where 

countries such as India and Pakistan is primarily relay on private institutes. This 

research points out that the skills certification system or the NVQ system in Sri Lanka is 

the main source of acquiring job relevant skills. By 2014, the national standards and 

competency curricula (NVQ 1-4) covered 6 programmes in ICT sector, 11 programmes 

in tourism and hospitality sector, 6 programmes in construction sector and 40 

programmes in light engineering services sector. Skills training in the ICT sectors are 

mainly supplied by state universities, mid-level organization with foreign affiliations, 

other mid-level private and public sector organizations and small scale computer 

training centers owned by private sector. All these sources of supply offer academic 

qualifications, professional certifications, non-standard state trainings, on the job 

training and in house trainings. Skills training on the ICT sector are provided by both 

public and private institutions. Studies conducted in 2007 noted that the skills training 

in the ICT sector is mainly provided by the private institutions.  However recent studies 

in 2012 highlights that now the majority of ICT skills training are done by the public 

sector institutions and state universities are taking the lead on this.  

There are 12 public sector and 24 private sector institutions that offer skills training in 

the tourism and hospitality sector. These institutions mainly offer skills training on 

tourism and hotel management. Sri Lanka institute of tourism and hotel management 

stands as the main public sector institution that provides skills training programmes. 

Public sector institutes that provides skills training in the construction sector are VTA, 

NAITA, DTET, ICTAD, NYSC, ministry of construction engineering and common 

amenities and the main private institutes are Seneko, Rathna and Jayalath private Ltd. 

For the light engineering services sector the main public sector institutions that provide 

skills training are DTET, NITA, VTA, and NITESL. The authors state that this study 

has not covered the private sector institutes that provide skills training in the light 

engineering services sector.  

This study identifies several key policy recommendations to close the gap between the 

training demand and supply of skills training in the four sectors. One major 
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recommendation is to increase the emphasis in developing soft skills through the 

education as well as TVET system. Secondly, the NVQ systems needs to focus on 

providing skills training for ICT, tourism and hospitality and construction sectors as 

well since at the moment much emphasis is on the light engineering services sector. At 

the same time programmes offered in the tourism and hospitality, construction and light 

engineering services are needed to be geared towards existing operating environments 

with effective objective-driven training. Thirdly, ICT sector seems to be providing 

higher income opportunities, especially for young and women, However current skills 

training programs are aimed at lower level occupation categories and this needs to be 

changes. Employees are needed to be encouraged to develop their skills and move up 

the ladder for that supply of skills training needs has to be adequate. As the fourth 

recommendation, authors argue that small business owners in all four sectors have little 

capacity to have external skills development programmes therefore pre-employment 

training should be promoted mainly through internships and apprenticeships.  Finally, 

authors argue that since the cognitive skills (analysis, problem solving and 

communications) and behavioural skills (discipline  and work effort) determines the 

comparative advantage of Sri Lankan workforce especially in terms of foreign 

employments, the national human resource development strategy needs to integrate 

measures to ensure proper skills development in those areas.  

However there are few additional policy recommendations that could be suggested in 

addition to what this study has proposed. While it is important to revise the school 

curricula to develop skills of school leavers, it is important to implement proper career 

guidances. Majority of school leavers follow skills training programs without properly 

analyzing what the market demands, hence giving chance to skills mismatch. Event 

though there are many public TVET institutions awareness on what courses they 

provide is not properly known. For example how can students make a transition from 

NVQ to University of Vocational Technology (UNIVOTEC) is not known by many 

rural youth.  School leavers do not have enough awareness on the diverse amount of 

courses offered at TVET sector public and private institutes. For example there are 

VTA institutes that provide skills training on organic farming methods and agro-eco 

tourism implemented in collaboration with ministry of agriculture and Sri Lanka 

Tourism Development Authority (SLTDA). Similar arrangements can be done to 

provide skills training in the four sectors which this study is focused on. Majority of 

students who enter in to public sector TVET institutions are poor. While the 

government has made a significant effort to reduce the tuition fees, still there are 

students who could not afford the skills training. There should be collaborate loan 

programme with state as well as private banking institutions to facilitate the education 

of such students. Finally, major TVET institutes such as UNIVOTEC has very limited 

capacities in terms of staff, space and facilities. While thousands of application comes 

each year the UNIVOTEC only has space for around 350 students. Therefore, capacities 

such public institutions needed to be strengthened.  
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