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Abstract

Context: Vocational training is viewed as a significant tool that increases employment outcomes 
and provides potential career advancement opportunities for individuals. Many countries are wit-
nessing a shift from supply-driven to demand-driven approaches. The demand-driven approach 
in vocational training is often explored at the macro level and is associated with the perspectives 
of employers and labour markets. In contrast, this article explores the demand-driven approach 
at the micro level by focusing on the perspectives of individual learners within the context of their 
localities in order to position them at the centre of the skill development process.

Methods: This study used a qualitative exploratory research method and a mixture of focus 
group and face-to-face semi-structured interviews to obtain data to identify the practical pro-
blems that arise in real life contexts when attempts are made to prioritise  vocational training 
demands in line with the needs of all the stakeholders. Based on the demand from the targeted 
learners, a competency-based vocational training course especially for women was designed, 
tested and evaluated in selected villages.

Findings: The results show clearly that the demands of the rural population varied, and 
their participation in the training course was highly influenced by access to a training 
centre, the duration of the training, economic returns and socio-cultural factors. The 
demand-driven approach works best in vocational training when it involves the relevant 
stakeholders and the target groups in the planning and designing process.

*Corresponding author: matthias.pilz@uni-koeln.de
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Conclusion: The findings illustrate that demand-driven approach should be context specific, 
responsive to individuals’/learners’ demands, relevant and flexible.

Keywords: VET, Vocational Education and Training, Vocational Training, Demand-Driven 
Approach, India, Needs Assessment, Women

1 Introduction
The notion of a "demand-driven" approach has gained importance in the development stra-
tegies of international development and donor agencies (Carney et al., 2007). The term "de-
mand" has a similar meaning to need, want and desire, however, demand is a distinct ap-
proach that used in a different context (Ramasamy, 2016, p. 31‒39). In many countries, the 
concept of a "demand-driven" approach in Vocational Training (VT) is gaining momentum 
and reforms are taking place (King, 2012; Majumdar, 2008; Kingombe, 2012; Wallenborn, 
2010). These reforms are accompanied by advantages and disadvantages according to coun-
try policies and implementation mechanisms. Current supply-demand approaches to tra-
ditional VT are presumed to be inadequate for delivering the competences required by the 
labour market (McGrath, 2012; Pavlova & Maclean, 2013). Another key point to remember 
is that many of the VT programmes in the past were considered as supply-driven due to 
insufficient adaptation of the training strategies of employers and/or state agencies, socio-
economic conditions and institutional frameworks which failed to meet the emerging market 
needs (Keating, 2009; Mehrotra et al., 2013; Tara et al., 2016). In contrast, the demand-driven 
approach as used in the context of international development reflects the notion of personal 
well-being, quality life of individuals including an effect on attitude, motivation and perso-
nality, and the development of a society (Bennell, 1999). 

The concept of a demand-driven approach in VT is often discussed in the literature (Kea-
ting, 2009) and in other empirical studies as skill demand in the labour market, which respon-
se to changes in the technological and economic environment. These studies pertain mainly 
to the macro level of the demand-driven approach, which is mostly connected to industrial, 
labour market and/or employers’ demand. It can be argued that access to training mostly 
remains limited to the formal VT sector which does not meet the needs of the illiterate, 
less-educated and the poor. Against this backdrop, our study focuses on the demand-driven 
approach of VT from the perspectives of individuals, learners and society by keeping them at 
the centre of the vocational skill development process. Specifically, we explore to what extent 
the demand-driven approach of VT is possible and its implications for a rural population. 
We examined this empirically through a pilot vocational skills training programme in India. 

This paper highlights three major aspects which include: VT demands of the targeted 
group; individuals’/learners’ needs; factors influencing those (vocational) training needs; and 
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the response to those demands. To set this in the research context, we first provide a brief 
description of the "demand-driven" discourse in the research literature relevant to this study. 
We also define our own understanding of the concept of "training demand" relating to the 
conditions of rural South-India. In the next section, we frame the study in the context of skil-
ling the rural labour force in India. This is followed with a description of our study design and 
methods. We then discuss and analyse the results of the study. The outcomes are discussed in 
the light of other findings and the VT programme design. 

2 Definitions of the Demand-Driven Approach in the Research Literature
Most of the studies on VT from a development perspective (Anderson, 2003; Bennel, 1999; 
King, 2012; Kingombe, 2012; Maxwell et al., 2000; Palmer, 2015) have provided ample evi-
dence that many developed and developing countries have realised and witnessed the tran-
sition from supply-driven to demand-driven approaches to meet the current economic and 
technological challenges. In most of the countries, VT is viewed from economic aspects and 
focuses on employability and productivity (McGrath, 2012) that primarily correspond to 
industry and enterprises’ expectations. This perspective generally gives little importance to 
the needs of individuals and regional/societal demands and, hence, does not consider the 
learners/target group with due importance in the (learning) process.

Palmer’s (2015) study of countries in the Pacific region has noted that the funding regimes 
of VT systems are based on the supply-driven training model. This top-down approach does 
not adapt to market needs, and, hence, the resultant training strategies remain supply-driven. 
In order to make VT more equitable, demand-driven, responsive and relevant, Palmer (2015) 
argues that financing programmes need to be strongly linked to policy objectives. Similarly, 
Majumdhar (2011) has asserted that VT in the Asia Pacific region has been supply-driven 
and has had limited impact on the labour market. He argues for a needs-based approach 
using labour market information to overcome the problem of skill mismatch.

In Sub-Saharan African countries, where the (formal) VT system has been largely supply-
driven, the implementation process of such programmes has dominated and impeded the 
development of transparent, demand-driven and low-cost training markets (Palmer, 2007; 
Ziderman, 2003). The training markets have failed to develop due to labour market imper-
fections (i.e. insufficient incentives exist for employees and individuals to invest in training) 
on both the demand and supply side.

Stockmann and Silvestrini (2011) examined the VT programmes supported by the Ger-
man Technical Cooperation (GIZ) in its partner countries. They found that factors such as 
relevance, efficiency and sustainability were not sufficiently present to enable the achieve-
ment of the intended goals. Further, they argued that the lack of systematic need identifi-
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cation and stakeholder analysis, poor planning and implementation were the main reasons 
which made the programmes supply-driven.

The above literature reviews make it clear that VT systems tend not to give importance 
to the demand of individuals or societal perspectives and also often even fail to meet local 
employer needs. Many experts (Goovaerts et al., 2005; Mkandawire, 2001; Rakodi & Lloyd-
Jones, 2002) in the fields of extension, community development organisations, aid-agencies 
and practitioners of human resource development often use the "demand-driven" approach 
in relation to individual demand. They believe that it enhances social inclusion, access to 
disadvantaged groups in a society and facilitates education, training, and (self-) employment. 
However, only minimal attention has been paid to the demand side from the individuals’ 
and/or target groups’ point of view (Bennell, 1999; International Labour Organization [ILO], 
2011, 2012; Mitra, 2002; Wallenborn, 2014). This includes lack of awareness of the vocational 
career aspirations of individuals, meeting learner or target group preferences, and consi-
dering their capabilities from a pedagogical perspective at the micro level (Maitra & Mani, 
2014; Noronha & Endow, 2011).

Therefore, it is worth exploring how a demand-driven approach to VT at the grassroots 
level might support and respond to the individual demands of rural people in India by con-
sidering their needs beyond those of employers and the wider labour market.

The rationale of the "demand-driven" approach as used in this paper is a "bottom-up" 
method of designing a programme with the active participation of the target group and rele-
vant stakeholders. It refers to "decentralisation" of participatory decision making in a real-life 
context, which helps to improve any education and training programme, and focuses on con-
textually appropriate strategies for the learners or target groups (Ramasamy, 2016). Further, 
the growing economic and technological changes in the labour market require individuals to 
play a greater role in and take more responsibility for choosing their own education, training 
and career development in their lives, based on the political and social context and their 
personal aspirations (Anderson, 2003; Arulmani, 2009). In many developing countries, there 
is an increasing attention on the process of shifting education and training systems to a de-
mand-driven approach to take account of the learners’/clients’ perspectives (Ramanujam & 
Sodhi, 2010). Similarly, it is argued that vocational skills training systems should increase 
learning opportunities for specific target groups to enhance their employment outcomes and 
address the challenges such as entry-level qualifications, affordable cost, and access by school 
dropouts and disadvantaged learners (Schofield, 1996). In this way, it is proposed that the 
system can support the demand from individuals and encourage training providers to res-
pond. In addition, this approach can increase the degree of determination in an individual to 
realise their goals and take appropriate decisions about their vocational learning. To portray 
this with respect to Maxwell et al.’s (2000) terms, this approach is closely associated with a 
VT framework that is relevant and based on the real-life context of learners. Thus, it is es-
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sential that VT should address the social objectives of the deprived, less-educated and rural 
populations as well as industry priorities (Ramasamy, 2016; Fisher, 1993). Mutso (2007) calls 
this a "consumerist approach" where the learners choose VT (and the providers they want to 
study with) in the competitive labour market because their skills and abilities vary, which in 
turn affects their career choice. Thus, the proposed bottom-up approach is said to be more 
flexible and responsive to the needs of local people, students, employers and communities. 
By contrast, the centralised approach has been criticised for not sufficiently considering the 
education and training needs of individuals and/or learners’ preferences (Rupasingha et al., 
2000; Schofield, 1996). Consequently, the bottom-up approach encourages training provi-
ders to organise VT programmes in consultation with learners, communities and other key 
stakeholders. Further, it increases efficiency with flexibility and is also connected with local 
culture, social needs and market realities, including options of self-employment and entre-
preneurship (Mitra, 2002; Ramasamy, 2016). More importantly, this approach can respond 
to deprived learners who will have or have had little or limited formal education and training 
(Ramasamy, 2016; Mitra, 2002). As Billett (2000) asserts, meeting the demands of people 
and/or stakeholders beyond only those of enterprises is one of the most important principles 
of VT. To sum up, we define the demand-driven approach in this study as follows. Demand-
driven VT identifies and meets the endogenous needs of potential target people and/or lear-
ners in rural areas through decentralised, active participation. The potential target learners 
will be involved in planning and designing process of VT programmes which is tailored to fit 
their real-life context and have relevance. More importantly, VT should respond to the pri-
oritised needs of its intended target group in terms areas of interest, flexibility, accessibility, 
affordability, in the light of their social realities and circumstances.

3 Pilot Intervention in the Indian Context
To gain a better understanding of the socio-economic environment in which our study took 
place, we give a short overview of the research context and situation of rural India. India is a 
developing country with the potential to become one of the largest economies in the world. 
In order to achieve such development and to meet the needs of labour markets locally and 
globally, the country would require an adequate number of skilled and semi-skilled people to 
provide quality goods and services (Chenoy, 2013). Therefore, VT is considered as one of the 
significant means to accelerate the supply of a quality workforce, enhance productivity, and 
help individuals to attain gainful employability and improve their earnings (Agrawal & Agra-
wal, 2017; Pilz, 2016). As mentioned in the introduction, the demand for skills in the Indian 
labour market in various emerging sectors and in manpower planning has been studied by 
many scholars and organisations (Agrawal & Indrakumar, 2014; Institute of Applied Manpo-
wer Research, 2012; McKinsey Global Institute, 2012; Mehrotra & Saxena, 2014; Ministry of 
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Labour and Employment [MoLE], 2010). As the country is facing structural changes in the 
economy, it is essential to tap the opportunity afforded by the demographic dividend of so 
many young people entering the workforce in the next twenty years. Another main factor is 
that around 70% of the Indian population is living in rural areas as the country remains pre-
dominantly an agrarian-based society. The agricultural sector has seen reasonable growth in 
the five decades since independence in spite of a substantial increase in agricultural produc-
tion. However, the general livelihood of the rural population still remains low (Mehrotra & 
Saxena, 2014). Further, it is noted that during the last two decades employment in agriculture 
fell by 14 million and is moving to non-agriculture activities (Mehrotra & Saxena, 2014; 
Parida, 2015). It is essential to point out that the current growth in employment is mainly 
urban-centred and has failed to incorporate the vast majority of the rural population and 
other less developed sections of the society (Mehrotra et al., 2013). These arguments clearly 
indicate that a broad shift in the occupational structure of the Indian economy, from farm 
to non-farm, has created demand for new skill requirements among the emerging workforce 
(Srivastava, 2008; Tara et al., 2016). This has led to migration of youth from rural to urban 
areas for profitable employment. Therefore, VT is considered to be an important means to 
realise the twin objectives of creating skills for the future and for providing livelihood oppor-
tunities for young people, rural populations and disadvantaged people (Singh, 2012). Whilst 
details of the formal Indian vocational education and training system can be found elsewhere 
(e.g. Wessels & Pilz, 2018; Pilz, 2016; Schneider & Pilz, 2019; Anderson & Lightfoot, 2019), it 
is important to note here that in many parts of rural India there is no formal vocational edu-
cation and training system (Sodhi & Wessels, 2016). Rather, informally organised training 
structures dominate (Sodhi, 2014; Pilz & Wilmshöfer, 2015). This underlines the need for 
demand-driven approaches to locally adapted training in rural areas.

4 Study Design and Methods
The study focused on Tamil Nadu, South India, which is the sixth largest state by population 
in India. This region has a number of industrial clusters including electronics, auto compo-
nents, leather, textiles, heavy industries, food processing, IT and healthcare. The secondary 
and tertiary sectors have been major drivers of economic growth in this region. These econo-
mic developments and changes in the labour market have created more demand for skilled 
people to enhance productivity and raise business profits to the next level. Moreover, this 
scenario influences labour market requirements and changes in rural areas where people 
have difficulties in accessing VT (Regel & Pilz, 2019). A flexible mode of training curriculum 
is required to achieve the individuals’ demands in terms of field of interest, duration of trai-
ning, competence requirements, and the need to find either standard or self-employment. 
The study took place in four villages. These were selected because they represent typical rural 
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communities which lack accessibility in terms of road, transport, and (training) infrastruc-
ture and the opportunity to participate in economic activities for income generation. Three 
villages were located in a less-developed region and one was located in an industrial region. 
We selected the combination of these regions to assess the similarities and differences of VT 
demands and to examine how the geo-economic conditions affect the demand in these regi-
ons. The selection process and the field approach were supported by local experts in training 
and realised over four-month duration. The study used an exploratory research method and 
a mixture of focus group discussions and face-to-face semi-structured interviews (Murti & 
Bino, 2014) to obtain the data we required to identify: a) The practical problems in real-life 
situations; b) the contextual factors; and c) prioritise the VT demands in line with the needs 
of all the stakeholders. Further, it was important to consider the learners’ personal VT de-
mands.

In total, four focus group interviews with 45 participants (23 male, 22 female) and 15 
face-to-face interviews (8 male and 7 female) were conducted by a research team combining 
international research experience and local expertise, including regional culture and langua-
ge competencies. The selection process in the villages followed a random approach combined 
with access and willingness of the participants. To enable the research team to gain insights 
from a sufficiently broad range of people, the respondents for both focus group and face-to-
face interviews were comprised of community members of all ages, including, young people, 
village leaders, and representatives of Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) and Farmers 
Association. It was important to include both male and female interviewees to enable explo-
ration of gender issues in local labour market needs. The elders and local village leaders are 
rich resources of information to understand the economic and employment trends, available 
infrastructures and resources for education and training in their respective villages. Similar-
ly, views of young people may be different regarding current labour market trends and their 
vocational career choices and aspirations may be different.

The details of demographic information, current education and training infrastructure, 
the role of NGOs in VT, local employment scenarios and migration for jobs, aspirations to 
learn a particular vocation and expectations of the training were discussed in the focus group 
discussions. Each discussion lasted between 45 minutes and 90 minutes. The individual in-
terviews lasted between 30 minutes and 45 minutes and were audio recorded for the purpose 
of preserving and transcribing. The transcripts were analysed using an inductive process, 
thereby aggregating the central training needs, the demands concerning the shape of training 
activities and their rationale. All central training needs were backed up with anchor examples 
in the form of original quotations, which are listed below in extracts.

Our analysis of the data showed that there was considerable demand for sewing as a VT 
need among the surveyed villages. The focus on sewing limited our approach to some extent, 
as traditions in the rural areas mean that sewing as a semi-profession is female dominated. 
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Furthermore, the labour market in rural areas is characterised as less-regulated and no pro-
per system exists to identify the labour market demand in villages. Thus, the bottom-up 
approach focusing on only individuals’ employment demand reflects employment oppor-
tunities in the local labour market. Therefore, we developed over a time period of 1.5 years 
a demand-driven sewing vocational course based on a competence-based curriculum and 
tailor-made teaching and learning materials as an intervention strategy (Ramasamy & Pilz, 
2019). This was piloted in four villages. 

5 Findings and Analyses
In this section, we will first present the findings of the needs assessment survey followed by 
the results of the pilot intervention study. We then discuss the results of the research as a 
whole.

5.1 Findings of the Needs Assessment Survey

The needs assessment survey in the selected regions identified varied VT demands from 
individuals. The analysis of the data showed that there were no big differences between the 
villages. However, we could only find slight variations of training demands. In three villages, 
beside sewing, leather product making, and automobile repair, some young people also cited 
air-conditioning and refrigeration maintenance, masonry and carpentry.

As mentioned before, a large proportion of the Indian population lives in rural areas with 
a high amount of people employed in the informal sector (Palanithurai & Seerangarajan, 
2018; Pilz et al., 2015; Pilz & Wilmshöfer, 2015; Singh, 2005; Sodhi, 2014; Koops & Pilz, 
2019). The low level of education in the labour force and especially people engaged in agri-
culture has rendered it harder to provide the needed VT. Also, there is an increasing shift in 
the labour market from agriculture to manufacturing and service sectors (Mehrotra et al., 
2013). The quotes below, from our individual interviews and focus groups, illustrate this shift 
in the labour market:

Livestock can be provided for the present generation to generate income and vocatio-
nal skills such as leather products manufacturing, tailoring can be offered to the young 
people in the villages. (Farmer [father] A1)

Construction is one of the income fetching jobs here and many low and uneducated 
people go as mason in the construction field. (Youth B1)

The leather shoe tailoring training which even can be work from home by job orders 
from shoe companies. (Women [mother] A1)
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Non-farm employment is one of the key factors for economic development in rural areas. 
The decline in agriculture has caused diversified livelihood opportunities for rural people 
(Parida, 2015). Indeed, most young people in the 15–35 age group are asking for adequate 
skills through education and training to enter the productive workforce (Mehrotra & Saxena, 
2014). The above examples illustrate that some parents, whose occupation is farming, do not 
want their children to continue in a farming occupation, and it also shows that young and ol-
der people exploring non-farm vocational skills. The respondent in one village, where many 
leather-based industries are located, indicated that more opportunities for self-employment 
are needed. It implies that training demand is closely linked to local labour market condi-
tions and it is believed that it could provide (self-) employment outcomes (Agrawal & Agra-
wal, 2017).

Due to the fact that we selected sewing as the vocational area for our pilot with women 
aged between 18–60 years as targeted learners, we now discuss some implications about the 
special role of women in the rural areas are important to recognise (Palanithurai & Seeran-
garajan, 2018; Ramanujam & Sodhi, 2010).

Analysing the female learners’ local socio-economic conditions and their role in the fa-
mily is one of the important factors in designing such VT. Moreover, learners, especially 
women, choose skills that align well with family circumstances. They mostly prefer to work 
from home and their participation in VT tends to be limited. Despite such issues, the poor 
and marginalised show interest in acquiring and/or participating in VT. While the choice of 
VT is often influenced by economic benefits and better (self-) employment opportunities, 
women respondents, in all the four villages, reported that they wished to learn sewing.

If you offer training on tailoring, it will, even if we are not stitching for others, we can at 
least use those skills to make blouse for our own use and could save Rs. 40 per blouse. 
(Women A2)

If my daughter knows tailoring, she can do this tailoring job even if she gets married 
and goes to her husband’s place where she could work from home and look after her 
family as well. Today, the labour charge is Rs. 30 per blouse, if she stitches minimum 
of four blouses per day, she can make Rs. 120 in a day. Is it not enough? (Women B1)

The main reason is that traditionally women in rural areas are responsible for domestic work 
and receive very little support and motivation from their families, which impedes their par-
ticipation and employment opportunities (Sandhaas, 2005). It is important, therefore, that 
training providers consider social dynamics, history and traditional norms of the people they 
target for their courses (Noronha & Endow, 2011).

Another advantage of VT is that it has the potential in supporting human resource deve-
lopment, economic growth and social development processes in the country to also improve 
the quality of life (Eichhorst et al., 2015). Therefore, one of the main arguments is that the de-
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mand for training in sewing was highly influenced by the anticipated (self-) employment and 
earnings of the individuals. When they learn and start sewing, it will yield returns in many 
ways such as an increase in earnings, improved self-confidence and social status (Ramasamy, 
2016; Regel & Pilz, 2019; Maitra & Mani, 2014). With a greater demand for sewing blouses 
in rural areas, trainees have an opportunity to earn more. Some trainees also said that they 
could save the labour charge on tailoring if they sewed their blouses themselves.

We paid Rs. 25/- to sew a blouse, the sewing cost is increased to Rs. 40/- and Rs. 80/- 
for an ordinary blouse and lining respectively. (Trainee C1)

Tailor is asking Rs. 40/- to sew a blouse, but if we learn sewing ourselves we can save 
this money. Normally they [tailors] charge Rs. 100/- to sew one blouse. I will be able to 
sew myself, Rs. 100/- is saving for me. (Trainee B1)

These quotes provide further evidence that the economic benefit on completing the training 
was one of the primary objectives of the trainees. The income generation and local labour 
market conditions are important factors triggering the demand for specific VT in rural areas. 
It was evident especially among unemployed and underemployed people (Lent et al., 1994). 
This supports the claim that needs assessment at the micro level involving individuals, end 
users and communities sheds light on the general demand of a specific region and local la-
bour market/enterprises (Stockmann & Silvestrini, 2011).

5.2 Findings of the Pilot Study

The 200-hour pilot course was based on a competency-based curriculum including provi-
ding teaching and learning materials related to learners’ needs with inputs from sewing ex-
perts. The pilot training was conducted by trainers who had experience in providing sewing 
training for rural people and were familiar with a practice-oriented approach. Due to the fact 
that tailoring deals with some sensitive components like anatomy and body measurements, 
the gender of the trainers was an important criterion in selecting them and therefore we de-
cided to deploy only female trainers for the pilot study. All four training centres (one in each 
village) were equipped with sewing machines and necessary tools.

The piloted sewing training was evaluated shortly after the intervention to examine whe-
ther the course had met the trainees’ demands as articulated in the interviews and focus 
group discussions. Several evaluation models exist in the literature (Fretwell, 2003; Stuff-
lebeam, 2000). Kirkpatrick’s (1967) four-level framework is one of the most popular and 
commonly applied frameworks for summative evaluation, focusing on training outcomes 
and assesses the benefits of training to individuals and organisations. He distinguished the 
four-level framework as: (1) Reaction – participants’ emotional reaction to the training; 
(2) Learning – acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitude change by attending training; 
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(3)   Behaviour – application of knowledge, skills and attitudes acquired from training at a 
workplace; and (4) Results – the  organisational impact of training. According to Grohmann 
and Kauffeld (2013) level 1, reaction, is often divided into affective responses and utility, in 
other words, satisfaction with training and perceived training utility which is helpful for eva-
luating the short-term outcomes. Hence, we analysed the findings from our study using level 
1 of the four levels. Wang and Wilcox (2006) claim that obtaining leaners’ feedback in terms 
of motivation to learn about a specific vocational field will be a more realistic method for 
measuring trainees’ reaction. Thus, we did not evaluate or measure the competencies learnt, 
but, examined to what extent the two-months’ training had met the demands of learners. 
Also, it is important to consider that most of the trainees who participated in the sewing 
VT were semi-literate and the training was only a two-month "pilot" programme. Hence, 
measuring all the variables of the four levels was not realistic as the evaluation was done 
immediately after the training.

The quality and effectiveness of a training programme can be measured by trainees’ mo-
tivation (Katansky, 2008). The quantitative data on participation gave a highly positive out-
come. In all four villages, a total of 80 women trainees participated in the pilot training (20 
in each village). Only two trainees dropped out during the course due to personal reasons.

The following quotations reflect the trainees’ perspectives on how the sewing training 
motivated them to be active participants in the course:

Before starting the [sewing] training, I used to wake-up at six or seven in the morning. 
But during these two months of training, I gets-up at four or five o’ clock in the mor-
ning to complete all our domestic work and send kids to school to come for training. 
So we were very active at that [training] time. (Trainee, B2)

I was going for 100 days [Federal Government Scheme in India] work in my village, 
but I gave up it to learn this sewing and it is important for us. (Trainee, A1)

The underlying assumption is that trainees believed that sewing training would yield the out-
come they desired. As discussed before, motivation to learn is one of the convincing methods 
to ensure imparted VT is demand-driven. Further, in the skill acquisition process, motivati-
on is considered to be a crucial influencing factor in learning specific vocational skills.

Training location, proximity and access to a training centre, and flexibility in the timing of 
the training, all played an important role. Indeed, the location of the VT centre played a vital 
role in enhancing the trainees’ participation. In our case, the centres were located directly in 
the four villages. The majority of the trainees interviewed said that they attended the two-
month sewing training as it was organised in their own village and so was accessible to their 
houses.
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Access to the [training] centre was very easy as it was located closer to my house. I 
would have not been permitted [by family members] if the training program was or-
ganised somewhere outside of the village. (Trainee B2)

We saved time and bus [transport] cost. If we go outside for training, we have to be on 
time and also some financial problems [for transport fee] will be there. We wonder if 
we would have been able to attend the training if it was organised outside of our villa-
ge. Since this training had been organised nearby [in an accessible place], we had an 
opportunity to learn. (Trainee C1)

We would have not gone if the training was organised even in our next village. Because 
we need to take care of our kids, prepare them for schools . . . so they [husband] will 
ask how you will manage domestic work if we go to the training. (Trainee C2)

From the above quotations, it can be argued that the choice of VT centres by the participants 
was influenced by the proximity to home and the flexible time schedule of the course. As 
discussed in the earlier section, women’s participation in VT often depends on socio-cultural 
characteristics like marital status, number of children and economic requirements and family 
support. Similarly, this investigation also confirmed that easy accessibility to a training centre 
and flexibility around the timing of the course enabled female trainees to participate in se-
wing training. They were also able to manage their family needs and fulfil social obligations. 

Noronha and Endow (2011) argue that reducing barriers such as access to training, cost, 
education level and flexibility in the training time and location could increase the parti-
cipation level in VT. Similarly, training which is organised in the trainees’ village or in an 
accessible venue had significant impact on their participation, motivation and maintained 
their interest throughout the course. The demand-driven sewing training provided adequate 
socio-personal support to enable the trainees to overcome the obstacles of low-educational 
level, mobility, socio-cultural norms and domestic responsibilities. The training evaluation 
also revealed that increased motivation among trainees and self-efficacy resulted in active 
learning, acquiring knowledge and skills. In this scenario, individuals mostly prefer or take-
up an occupation which they regard as giving the most of what they want (Arulmani, 2009), 
therefore, VT should consider individuals as "consumer groups" in addition to industry 
groups in the VT market.

The economic theory of education and training also recommends that some portion of 
the cost needs to be borne by the trainees or participants (Schofield, 1996). Whilst the trai-
nees wanted to extend the training for two more months and were eager to learn further, they 
were also ready to pay for the training cost, even though in our pilot no charge for training 
had been included. For example, a few trainees said the following:
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If you arrange a few more machines in the training centre for two more months, we 
are ready to pay [fees] and learn. We [trainees] are ready to pay salary to the teacher to 
continue this training to learn more. (Trainee D1)

You give only the machines; we shall pay the salary to teacher and learn it [sewing]. 
(Trainee C2)

The pilot training offered only initial sewing training as free of cost, so the trainees are willing 
to pay themselves for further training. According to Garforth (2004), a demand-led approach 
can reveal that there is a functioning market for service provision in which people voluntarily 
pay for the service they receive to meet their demand. This is ample evidence that the pilot 
programme can be said to be demand-driven because the participants were actually ready to 
contribute or pay for the product or services.

One final point is of interest here. From a pedagogical point of view, we have to define the 
concept of demand from a different, but also important viewpoint. The teaching style and the 
methods and learning materials (e.g. instruction sheets) have to be in line with the overall 
education level and the previous experience of the participants. In our case, many of the trai-
nees were semi-illiterate, so all the teaching materials were designed on the basis of pictures 
and pictograms. The comments of two trainees underline the necessity of this pedagogical 
approach:

The trainer taught us well, even if we asked the same questions ten times they explai-
ned without any hesitation, she [trainer] never showed angry on us for this. (Trainee, 
B1)

Our batch has both literate and illiterate people. So when they [trainer] teach us by 
demonstrating it is understandable for all. So the [trainee‘] teaching method can be 
understood by everyone. (Trainee, B2)

6 Discussion
The results of this study indicate that, to design a demand-driven VT programme, some 
highly important aspects have to be taken into account. We have to ensure the involvement 
of all relevant stakeholders including potential learners, enterprises, VT providers, in order 
to understand the varied VT needs that will realise the individuals’ employment, career goals 
and also address local enterprise needs (Billett, 2000). The basic premise of these arguments 
is that the demand-driven approach has the potential to address a local problem, be accoun-
table, transparent and have an efficiency of providing result-oriented efforts that are more re-
sponsive to the learners and targeted population. Our study shows that the cost, entry- level 
educational qualification, abilities, flexibility in terms of course time, and the access to the 
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training venue are critical elements in a demand-driven approach and should be considered 
while planning for and delivering VT particularly for rural and disadvantaged populations.

Our study offered another interesting dimension. Despite the fact that local people had a 
very clear view about their VT needs, they were not able to relate their viewpoints to a broa-
der perspective beyond their immediate circumstances. In order to balance the individuals’/
leaners’ demands with the local or regional economic conditions and also the demands of the 
regional labour market, it is very important to involve regional, sectoral and labour market 
experts in the validation of the data that emerges from the local training needs surveys. This 
expert knowledge should be considered as an important factor in developing VT programs 
which are embedded in the regional eco-system and pave the way for sustainable develop-
ment. In our study, we sometimes found that training demands related to old technologies 
or sectors of the economy which are no longer suitable for the region (for example missing 
transport systems for raw materials and delivery of produced goods). In this respect, it is 
important that demand also takes into account the needs and special characteristics of the 
local economy and the local labour market conditions. Therefore, at the local level, the ini-
tially discussed distinction between individual demand and demand by employers is at least 
partially eliminated and results in an integrated understanding of demand.

As a consequence, expert knowledge in the design of a demand-driven approach is also 
needed for a different reason. In some ways, the people we interviewed in the villages were 
mostly focused only on technical "know-how" and unaware of other important aspects. As 
a result, some fields of knowledge and dimensions of competences were neglected or unde-
tected. For example, entrepreneurial skills to run a small business were not discussed. To 
develop successful knowledge and competencies with a long-term impact, we also integrated 
basic knowledge of price and cost calculation, marketing and also customer interaction (per-
sonal skills) to support self-employment and entrepreneurial thinking (Ramasamy & Pilz, 
2019).

We argue that it makes no sense to train using modern technologies of tailoring (for ex-
ample electronic machinery) if financing an electrical sewing machine is not affordable for 
the trainees and given that they live in areas experiencing regular power cuts (Regel & Pilz, 
2019).

Women in rural India usually look for female-dominated occupational training because 
the social and local conditions play an important role in the choice of VT and in the at-
tainment of a vocational career. This underlines the importance of the socio-cultural factors 
which eventually influence women and other disadvantaged groups to participate in the VT 
that best suits them. Therefore, VT providers in rural areas have to recognise the primary 
requirements of learners, including their interest and understand the socio-economic condi-
tions to make the programme more client-oriented and help trainees to improve their condi-
tions (Maxwell et al., 2000).
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A demand-driven approach emphasises the need for discussion and planning with local sta-
keholders to ascertain the available local resources and for identification of socio-economic 
opportunities for training delivery. VT providers should adopt more dynamic, innovative 
approaches and integrate the expressed needs of individuals with local socio-economic deve-
lopment agenda in order to design more effective VT programmes that are demand-driven. 
Further, this approach of decentralised planning and implementation has provided space to 
voice the concerns of the disadvantaged community as the demand varies according to the 
type of industry, availability of business enterprises, training infrastructure, and nature of 
the geographical locations. These factors play a key role in individuals/learners’ access to VT 
programmes. Despite the advantages of the demand-driven approach, if the participation 
of the targeted group is low, it would affect the service delivery system of VT. Hence, the 
VT system should promote the active participation of individuals/learners in the process, in 
order to enable them to play a significant role in local labour market. Indeed, the trainer in 
the demand-driven approach plays a substantial, diverse role in meeting the target groups’ 
demands and hence they should be involved in the curriculum development process. Accor-
dingly, for our pilot sewing training, we identified trainers who were experienced in teaching 
rural people and who were able to impart more of hands-on practical training than theory-
based instruction. An orientation programme was conducted for the female trainers to have 
an overview of the designed curriculum and in the preparation of teaching plans for effec-
tive implementation. As discussed in the theoretical framework, in an educational context, 
a decentralised, demand-driven approach to VT should consider the needs identification, 
curriculum development, and implementation and evaluation process. Since the individu-
al’/learners’ role is important in educational decision-making, the curriculum development 
process should also recognise the institutional factors of those associated with enterprise, 
individual and regional needs (Mayoux, 2005). 

In the theoretical part of this paper, we discussed how individuals/learners might be con-
sidered as consumers in the training market in terms of their career aspirations, learning 
attitude, social factors, economic returns and wellbeing, which are important aspects of par-
ticipation in VT. Similarly, as skills are essential for meeting an individuals’/learners’ employ-
ment outcomes to increase production and facilitating the growth of a country, policies at the 
national level that incorporate demand-driven approaches with adequate institutional arran-
gements to address these issues appropriately are highly needed. While individuals/learners’ 
vary in terms of educational background, income, age and learning abilities, policies should 
not ignore these disadvantaged rural people and a structured institutional mechanism need 
to be framed to address these issues appropriately.
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7 Conclusion
Our demand-driven sewing training project has its limitations. For example, a cost-benefit 
analysis was not considered in this study, though this would clearly provide further valuable 
data with regard to the evaluation of demand-driven initiatives. We did not examine the 
effect of trainees’ social status nor long-term economic development because of the limited 
data and timeframe. As our approach focused on a pilot study in a limited number of villages 
in South India, the data cannot be generalised, replicated and transferred without critical re-
flection to other regions in India or parts of the world. Also, the findings of the study suggest 
the following directions for future research. A comparative study of similar initiatives within 
India (if they exist) and in other countries may be helpful to generate further insights on the 
demand-driven approach.

Nevertheless, the evidence from our study makes a significant contribution to the lite-
rature on the relevance and importance of the demand-driven approach to vocational skills 
training in rural communities. First of all, our work demonstrated that to properly identify 
the VT demands at the grassroots level especially among a rural and less-educated populati-
on, an assessment of individuals’/learners’ needs is imperative in addition to identifying the 
needs of the local labour market. As pointed out at the beginning of this paper, VT needs vary 
according to the target group’s age, level of education, socio-cultural background, income and 
available infrastructure (Overwien, 2009). In this context, training providers and curriculum 
planners should keep in mind that a personalised approach is needed while they design VT 
programmes rather than implementing a pre-designed course or strive to meet conditions 
imposed by funding agencies (Ramanujam & Sodhi, 2010; Wallenborn, 2014). Consequent-
ly, this training approach enables the VT system to move towards a sector-specific one with 
adequate institutional arrangements in meeting the current labour market needs.

Secondly, the pilot training course demonstrated that the demand-driven approach is an 
effective tool to achieve the desired VT needs and that the degree of its success depends on 
the ability to customise the programme so that it is suitable for the specific context and needs 
and ability of targeted learners.

Thirdly, the trainers have to play a wider role in meeting the needs of their target groups. 
In order to have a qualified workforce, it is essential to ensure there is a supply of qualified 
trainers, especially in a country like India, which needs to shift from a theory-based learning 
approach to the development of practical skills (Mehrotra & Saxena, 2014).

As discussed in the introduction, many funded programmes were not effective because 
they were not relevant to the targeted people due to poor training needs analysis. They were 
also limited due to their top-down approach, including lack of awareness of available local 
resources and market situation. This paper articulates identifying VT demands at the grass-
roots level especially among the rural poor and less-educated. This needs-based assessment 
is imperative to design and implementation of demand-driven VT considering learners/trai-
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nees real-life context and to meet labour market requirements locally. As Wallenborn (2014) 
claims, the local targeted people are the experts. They very often know what their skill-needs 
looks are like and are much more familiar with the challenges of the local and regional eco-
nomic development.

The findings from this study show that demand-driven VT is more effective when it is 
based on the participation of the target group, involving them in planning and decision-
making process of VT programme.
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