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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Vocational education and training (VET) reform is increasingly Received 1 February 2019
common, but there is more evidence on designing VET reforms Accepted 11 November 2019
than implementing them. This literature review searches the KEYWORDS

existing literature on VET reform implementation for key deter- VET; implementation; VET
minants, trends, and gaps using a determinant framework. We reform; reform

review 1,835 sources, coding 177 for 1,538 data points. We find implementation

that, like other implementation domains, resource- and stake-

holder-related determinants are very important. For VET speci-

fically stakeholders include employment-system actors and the

relationships among actors are key. The major determinants are

more like necessary than sufficient conditions, and mainly

operation in conjunction with others. Europe is more repre-

sented than other continents. The findings in the literature are

consistent over time, type, continent, and development status,

but it is not clear if that is due to consensus or stagnation. The

field is growing, however, so future research can develop theory

by developing and testing hypotheses.

1. Introduction

Vocational education and training (VET) reforms are a major global topic, driven
by new understandings of VET (e.g. Rageth and Renold 2019) and youth employ-
ment challenges (e.g. Pusterla 2016). There are decades of research on what
constitutes good VET (e.g. Wolter and Ryan 2011), but much less on implementing
it (Viennet and Pont 2017). This literature review synthesises the available evi-
dence on reform implementation in VET to summarise the field, and potential
future directions.

Implementation is the level to which a measure or policy is taken up in
practice (Nilsen 2015). According to Li and Pilz (2017), ‘implementation research
focuses on the discrepancy between the way a measure has been planned and
how it is implemented in practice, and is designed to gather information about
the extent of uptake in practice and the factors involved’ (p. 472).

We develop a determinant framework (Nilsen 2015) that summarises what
might matter for implementing VET reforms. Using that framework, we synthesise
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all available literature on VET reform implementation to answer the following
questions: What are the commonly cited determinants of implementation suc-
cess? How do different subgroups of literature differ? How have key determinants
changed over time?

We expect that what matters for implementing VET is similar overall to what
matters for implementing any policy reform, especially education reforms. We
also expect that the differentiating characteristics of VET will also differentiate
what matters for implementing VET reforms. Specifically, employers’ involvement
in VET (Bolli et al. 2018) will give them a role in implementing VET, unlike general
education. In addition, VET programmes need to have different structures that
balance actors’ incentives (Wolter and Ryan 2011; Wolter, Mihlemann, and
Schweri 2006) and need to update quickly to stay aligned with the labour market
(Wallenborn 2010).

In addition to the general determinants of implementing VET reforms, we
expect to find that the literature has gaps and blind spots. We also expect to find
that there are trends over time and source types that reflect both growing
understanding and general trends of popular topics. We discuss these patterns
and the contributions that future VET implementation research can make.

2. Existing implementation frameworks

Nilsen (2015) differentiates five types of implementation models. Process models
are basic, specifying only steps or phases. Determinant frameworks explain dif-
ferent implementation outcomes by specifying success factors and barriers.
Classic theories originate from the substantive field of the policy itself (in this
case VET), and can be applied alone or in conjunction with other models. For
example, a classic theory can inform the determinants in the framework.
Implementation theories are developed specifically to explain implementation.
Finally, evaluation frameworks identify the criteria for successful implementation.

We develop a determinant framework influenced by the domains of policy
implementation (e.g. Nilsen 2015; Winter 2012), general education reform imple-
mentation (i.e. Fullan 2015; Honig 2006; Kohoutek, 2013; Viennet and Pont 2017),
and VET reform implementation (Fluitman 1999; Sultana 2008; Atchoarena and
Grootings 2009). Determinant frameworks are not as sophisticated as implemen-
tation theories, are often overly generic, and do not always capture determinant
interactions (Nilsen 2015). However, they are a step towards a domain-specific
implementation theory and meaningful evaluation frameworks.

2.1 Implementation research

Implementation research originated in the early 1970s (Pressman and Wildavsky
1973). Its evolution is often described in three generations (see Honig 2006;
Winter 2012). The first generation is mostly process models, or exploratory case
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studies exploring gaps like design-implementation mismatch (Nilsen et al.
2013). These studies tend to view the policy process as linear, top-down, and
evolving in discrete stages based on process models (ibid). This research is
generally more concerned with describing the implementation process than
predicting policy outcomes (Schofield 2001).

The second generation of implementation research focuses on determinant
frameworks and implementation theories - building predictive models and
understanding what factors influence the implementation process (Schofield
2001). Some models emphasise central planners in a hierarchical and adminis-
trative process, while others stress local context and the implementers themselves
(Nilsen et al. 2013). This gave rise to the familiar top-down/bottom-up dichotomy,
as well as efforts to integrate the two (Winter 1990; Goggin et al. 1990; Matland
1995). Over time, the integrated approaches became the accepted heuristic tool
(Viennet and Pont 2017). One contribution of this research is the grouping of
determinants into clusters (Najam 1995).

Goggin et al. (1990) strongly influence the third generation of implementation
research, emphasising implementation theories and evaluation frameworks
through rigorous and longitudinal research designs, quantitative methods, and
theory-driven hypothesis testing. Research from this era also takes a comparative
and multi-theoretical approach (Schofield 2001). However, this paradigm can
have unrealistic methodological requirements (O'Toole 2000; Winter 2012),
which makes it unfeasible for the present purpose. Partial theory testing is
especially useful because the implementation-research field is still populated by
a multitude of theoretical frameworks and models, none of which has become the
gold standard (Nilsen 2015).

Our review is most aligned with the second generation of implementation
research and its determinant frameworks. One of the most widely applied and
generally applicable frameworks from that period is the 5C framework (Najam
1995), which describes implementation processes through five causal clusters of
determinants. We choose this framework because it synthesises a great deal of
implementation research without focusing on a specific context or domain,
allowing us to apply classic theories from VET reforms. Because of this domain
ambivalence, the 5C framework is still widely used in a number of implementa-
tion contexts. We use the 5C model as the starting point for developing our
determinant framework for implementing VET reforms.

Najam (1995) defines the five categories as follows:

¢ “The Content of the policy itself - What it sets out to do (i.e. goals); how it
problematises the issue (i.e. causal theory); how it aims to solve the per-
ceived problem (i.e. methods).

¢ “The nature of the institutional Context — The corridor (often structured as
standard operating procedures) through which policy must travel, and by
whose boundaries it is limited, in the process of implementation.



98 (&) K.M.CAVESETAL.

¢ “The Commitment of those entrusted with carrying out the implementation
at various levels to the goals, causal theory, and methods of the policy.

¢ “The administrative Capacity of implementers to carry out the changes
desired of them.

e ‘The support of Clients and Coalitions whose interests are enhanced or
threatened by the policy, and the strategies they employ in strengthening
or deflecting its implementation.’

We draw on the literature of general-education reform and VET reform for the
classic theories we can apply to the 5C framework.

2.2 Implementation in general education

The current state of implementation research in education is similar to that of
implementation research in general. It considers policy-making and implemen-
tation to be non-linear, dynamic, and integrated processes rather than products
of centrally planned design (Gornitzka, Kyvik, and Stensaker 2005). Scholars
have shifted from trying to reduce complexity to confronting and embracing
it (Honig 2006), giving rise to new approaches like Complexity Theory,
Organisational Theory, and Network Theory (Gornitzka, Kyvik, and Stensaker
2005; Honig 2009). These all highlight the importance of who is involved in the
reform and their relationships to the project. Another trend is single-case
studies, usually focused on interesting policy approaches or situations with
specific resource conditions (e.g. Souto-Otero 2011).

The relatively large implementation literature in general education is our first
source of potential determinants. An early pivotal work in this field is Cerych and
Sabatier (1986) book, which identifies five critical implementation factors:
a sound theory of action, unambiguous policy directives with adequate
resources and coordination, management and political skills, support from key
stakeholders at all levels, and a context where the policy is not undermined by
changing conditions. Honig (2006) argues that educational reform depends on
three broad factor clusters: policy, people, and places. Fullan (2015) and his co-
authors are a major presence in this literature, focusing on school-level change,
capacity, teacher ownership, and school leadership. They enumerate nine ele-
ments for successful implementation in three clusters: change characteristics
(need, clarity, complexity, and quality/practicality), local characteristics (district,
community, principal, teacher), and external factors (government and other
agencies). Barber, Moffit, and Kihn (2010) model emphasises iteration, learning,
and evaluation. The OECD (2011) focuses on institutions, resources, and a formal
legal framework for the reform. Viennet and Pont (2017) summarise the litera-
ture on education policy implementation into a four-dimensional framework of
smart policy design, inclusive stakeholder engagement, conducive context and
coherent implementation strategy.
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2.3 Implementation in VET

In addition to the determinants that we draw from general education implemen-
tation, some are specific to VET reform. Fluitman (1999) was one of the first to
focus on VET reforms. He concludes that the obstacles to VET reforms are universal
and well known from policy implementation research: lack of resources (mone-
tary, informational, and human), lack of expertise and commitment, and admin-
istrative or regulatory constraints. Sultana (2008) develops a framework
specifically for VET implementation, starting with the policy/people/places-
framework (Honig 2006) plus a pace dimension. For VET, ‘people’ includes
employers, their associations, and trade unions. OECD (2009) develops a model
and typology of system-wide innovation in VET, highlighting innovation drivers,
enablers, and barriers. According to that study, innovative VET systems need to be
coherent and targeted systems designed to sustain innovation, with set national
priorities, formalised knowledge bases and research programmes, and stake-
holders engaged in the VET policy dialogue.

The many comparative case studies of VET reform implementation are typi-
cally descriptive rather than theoretical. In contrast, Wilson (1993) examined
eight countries, finding that developing-country VET reforms should be ‘in
concert with industrialisation, or industrial restructuring’ to succeed (p.280).
Interestingly, even this relatively informal conclusion is VET-specific, rather
than derived from the general education implementation literature as sug-
gested by Fluitman (1999).

2.4 Determinant framework for VET implementation

Table 1 summarises our determinant framework with the main citation for each
determinant. Each determinant is phrased in terms of what the studies just
reviewed consider helpful, for example as political will instead of opposition.
The framework combines the education and VET implementation literatures,
yielding a set of determinants we can search for in the empirical literature on
VET reform implementation projects. Determinant frameworks do not capture
interactions or specify theory (Nilsen 2015), making this framework a surveying
tool for the literature, not a theory of action.

Under the Content dimension, we have six determinants. Content covers the
characteristics of the reform being implemented, including the overall strategy
or plan, accountability measures used to evaluate and ensure that actors
achieve their intended outcomes, the presence of piloting or iteration in the
reform process, the pace of the reform, its direction in terms of bottom-up or
top-down, and its scope in terms of incremental or radical. For pacing, direction,
and scope, we had to choose one end of each continuum to report whether
a given study states that the determinant is helpful or hurtful - for example,
pacing itself is neither helpful nor hurtful but a slow pace can be.
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Under Context, there are also six determinants. Context reflects the time,
place, situation, and existing education system. Coordination is when actors act
efficiently together, with the opposite being bureaucracy. Context fit means the
reform fits its environment. Under decentralisation, power structures are dis-
persed as oppsed to the unified centralised model. In formalism, reform is
sanctioned through laws and is part of the education system, as opposed to
being informal or outside the legal and education systems. A ‘strong’ economy
has industry and relatively low unemployment, so that industry and the labour
market can support and absorb VET students and graduates. Finally, a higher-
quality existing education system should prepare youth for VET and support
their further development after secondary education.

Commitment has five determinants. Political will comes up frequently in the
reviewed frameworks, and captures whether stakeholders welcome the reform, as
opposed to disinterest or even opposition. Cooperation is the ability of stake-
holders to work together, and its opposite is conflict. Foreign influence is espe-
cially relevant in developing contexts, and refers to outside advising, resources, or
policy ideas in the project. Ownership is actors’ and affected parties’ sense that
they have choice and control rather than imposition. Finally, low turnover refers
to a relatively stable reform project team and government leadership.

Capacity has five determinants, each referring to a resource type. These
include personnel, finances, research or information, time, and leadership.

Clients has the most dimensions at eight because it captures both the
type and level of stakeholder involved. Types include employers, educators,
intermediaries like industry or employers’ associations, trade unions, and the
community. Levels are described simply in terms of high, medium, and low-
level actors so they can be flexibly applied across institutional contexts.

3. Method

This is a systematic literature review, meaning we use a standardised, structured
and protocol-driven methodology (Jesson, Matheson, and Lacey 2011). The aim
is to be as transparent and unbiased as possible by answering a clearly defined
research question and following a clearly designed review process. We analyse
the results using simple linear regressions, but do not perform meta-analysis
because we lack the necessary data.

3.1 Search strategy

We do not restrict our search to peer-reviewed journals because much VET
research is conducted by international organisations . To ensure quality, we
restrict ourselves to reports and studies accessible in (a) electronic research
databases on VET and general education, (b) academic databases on related
topics, or (c) international organisations doing VET research (see Table A1l
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online’). We systematically searched those databases and snowballed addi-
tional sources from key papers’ references during the coding process.

The search syntax was based on the terms ‘vocational education’ (including
both VET and TVET), plus any of ‘implementation,’ ‘reform,’ ‘change,’ or ‘innova-
tion." In Boolean search notation, that is:

‘Vocational education’ OR VET OR TVET
AND
Implementation OR reform OR change OR innovation

Each database has a unique search interface, so we modified the search terms to
fit, for example, whether it automatically searches full-texts or only titles. Finding the
right search term for each index was an iterative process until we identified how to
access the same underlying Boolean search terms across databases (see Table A1).
Our goal is to capture as much of the literature as possible, so we had no date
requirements and included the sources used to build our framework if they had an
empirical element.

We conducted all final searches in January of 2018, yielding 1,835 sources. To
decide whether to include a paper, we read its title, abstract, and conclusion.
Selected sources are concerned with change in initial (upper-secondary) VET and
explicitly deal with implementation. We are aware that researchers have different
opinions on defining implementation, but for this study simply using the term
qualified a paper for selection. Finally, only English-language papers were included.
After screening the initial 1,835 results, we chose 175. Snowballing added another
44 sources and we dropped 40 during coding, for 177 fully coded sources.

3.2 Coding strategy

We used our determinant framework (Table 1) to code success factors and
barriers to VET reform implementation. We refined the framework and defini-
tions by having two coders independently code 20 randomly selected papers,
then compare and resolve disagreements through discussion. We repeated this
process four times until we had aligned our coding and felt we could accurately
capture what our sources report as helping or hindering implementation.

The three possible codes were positive, negative, and mixed. A positive
determinant helps implementation; a negative determinant hurts implementa-
tion. When determinants are conditional, neutral, or complicated, the code is
mixed. For example, the coordination determinant is positive when a source
states that coordinating helped implementation, when it states that bureau-
cracy hindered implementation, or when a lack of coordination hindered imple-
mentation. Coordination is negative if bureaucracy helped implementation, the
lack of bureaucracy hurt, or the lack of cooperation helped. If a source states
that coordination matters but not how, if it helped at one point and hurt at
another, or was otherwise comple, it is mixed. If coordination is not mentioned,
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we do not code it for that source. Each determinant can only be coded once per
source.

Two authors independently coded all 177 sources. We resolved disagreements
every 25 sources through intensive discussion, including going back to the source
to re-read relevant passages. This was time-consuming, but minimised subjectiv-
ity and maximised rigour. Average interclass correlation coefficient (ICC),
a measure used to assess interrater reliability, was 0.81 before resolution. After
resolution, we agreed 100%. We also noted sources’ publication year, literature
type (peer-reviewed or not), and the country/countries described by the source.

4, Results

We coded 1,538 mentions of our 30 determinants. We expect almost entirely
positive codes because the framework is designed to capture success factors.
There are 1,414 positive codes, 43 negatives, and 81 mixed. Table 2 summarises
mentions for each determinant by dimension.

At the dimension level, Capacity has the highest average count (67 per
determinant) followed by Clients (53.63) and Commitment (49.40), then
Content (47.50) and Context (40.33). Capacity and Clients are also the most
positive (98.21% and 95.80%, respectively), and Commitment, Context, and
Content are all mainly positive (89.88%, 85.95%, and 85.61%, respectively).
Context has the most mixed determinant mentions (5.37%), followed closely
by Content (5.26%). Commitment has a few mixed mentions (3.24%) and Clients
and Capacity have very few (1.17% and 0.60%, respectively). Finally, Content
and Context have the most negative mentions (9.12% and 8.68%, respectively),
with Commitment (6.88%) not far behind. Capacity and Clients have very few
negative mentions of their determinants (1.19% and 3.03%, respectively).

Based on the code counts, we find three categories of determinant: key
success factors that come up frequently and positively, success factors that
come up less often but still positively, and open questions that have more
mixed and negative codes. Key success factors are mentioned at least 50
times with at least 90% positive mentions. Success factors come up less but
are still at least 90% positive. Determinants that need more research are the rest,
with more mixed or even negative codes. Figure 1 summarises our determinant
framework results. The next section analyzes each determinant qualitatively,
using illustrative quotations that highlight mainstream and interesting opposi-
tion views.

4.1 Results for content determinants

Strategy a key success factor. In general, a strong strategic plan, clarity, and
a sense of vision are prerequisites for successful implementation (e.g. Grootings
and Nielsen 2005).
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Table 2. Determinant codes by dimension.

Category Determinant Positive Mixed Negative Total
Content Strategy 88 2 0 90
Accountability 54 3 3 60
Piloting 38 4 1 43
Slow Pace 33 4 3 40
Bottom-Up 18 10 2 30
Incremental 13 3 6 22
Context Coordination 73 1 0 74
Context Fit 64 1 0 65
Decentralise 14 1" 9 34
Formalism 39 7 3 49
Strong Econ 13 1 1 15
Ed Quality 5 0 0 5
Commitment Political Will 73 3 0 76
Cooperation 68 0 0 68
Foreign Aid 35 13 8 56
Ownership 32 1 0 33
Low Turnover 14 0 0 14
Capacity Personnel 95 0 0 95
Finances 85 2 1 88
Research 84 1 1 86
Time 36 1 0 37
Leadership 29 0 0 29
Clients Employers 104 1 0 105
Educators 68 4 1 73
Intermediaries 81 1 2 84
Trade Unions 38 0 0 38
Community 17 0 0 17
Low Level 43 4 0 47
High Level 35 1 2 38
Mid Level 25 2 0 27
Totals 1,414 81 43 1,538

Notes: Numbers are counts of determinant mentions in the sample of 177 sources.

Positive mentions indicate the determinant improves implementation probability, mixed indicates that it
plays a conditional or complex role, and negative mentions imply the determinant reduces implementation
probability.

Accountability is a key success factor. According to ETF (2017), ‘quality
assurance links the other components of a qualification system - legislation,
stakeholders and institutions’ (p109). Evaluation and accountability are key for
implementation, especially as an enabling factor for other determinants like
decentralisation (ETF 2014).

Bottom-Up needs further research. Some sources recommend a ‘complemen-
tary top-down and bottom-up approach’ (Viertel and Grootings 2001, 1). Although
both approaches have worked, Sultana (2008) finds, ‘Some policies are better
implemented in a top-down manner, while others are more likely to have staying
power if they are incubated within the school environment itself’ (p19).

Piloting needs further research. Piloting should improve implementation by
letting reforms experiment with new actors, models, and relationships (Stoica
2003). Oates (2008) blames lack of piloting for previous implementation failures,
although piloting lets reformers start where they are. Pilot schools have both
strengths and weaknesses according to Viertel and Grootings (2001), and Stoica
(2003) notes they can be expensive.
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Key Success Factor Strategy -
Success Factor AFCO_‘mhblht-‘
Needs Further Research Piloting
Content Slow Pace
Bottom-Up
Incremental
Employers Coordination
Intermediaries Context Fit
Educators X Context Strong Econ
Trade Unions Clients . Ed Quality
Community Determinant Framework Decentralize
High Level for Formalism
Mid Level
Low Level VET Reform
Implementation
Personnel Political Will
Finances Capacity Commitment Cooperation
Research Ownership
Time Low Turmover
Leadership Foreign Aid

Figure 1. Determinant framework for VET reform implementation.

Slow Pace needs further research. Ertl (2000) and others caution VET projects
against moving too slowly for employment actors, but allow that speed is fine
when the plan is very clear. Mitchell et al. (2003) argue that fast and radical
change are difficult for teachers, who may oppose reform. Finally, Oates (2008)
and Cedefop (2009) argue that the problem is temporal discontinuity and that
VET reforms are a multispeed process.

Incremental needs further research. Most sources found radical reforms
overambitious (e.g. Hummelsheim and Baur 2014). Comyn and Barnaart (2010)
blame failure on being too radical for the institutional structure.

4.2 Results for context determinants

Coordination is a key success factor. Cedefop (2017) states that the main imple-
mentation challenge is ‘getting organised’ (p25). Many sources find uncoordi-
nated bureaucracy a barrier to reform (e.g. Castel-Branco 2008).

Context Fit is a key success factor. Hummelsheim and Baur (2014) argue that
a VET model can only be successful if it ‘reflect[s] the existing conditions in the
country’ and is ‘adapted to its unique social, cultural and economic objectives’
(p. 279). According to Hoppe, Burmester, and Ebben (2011), the ‘success of
a strategy stands or falls with how well the strategy fits with other education
sector policies and strategies’ (p.283). Essentially, ‘new policies need to be
strategically linked to goals and outcomes for national education systems and
must be firmly related to concrete national policy priorities as well as anchored
up in specific country institutional contexts’ (ETF 2012, 9).
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Strong Economy is a success factor. Kingombe (2011) states that ‘even the
world’s most sophisticated and expensive programme is doomed to fail if the
labour market cannot absorb the students, despite their skills and expectations’
(p61). In contrast, Cedefop (2012) finds that a strong labour market might hinder
implementation by lowering political will and a weak labour market might encou-
rage VET reform as a crisis-response measure, facilitating implementation as actors
pull together to solve the problem. However, the same source finds weak labour
markets have slowed down VET implementation due to economic uncertainty.

Education Quality is a success factor. Wallenborn (2010) argues that weak
education quality and penetration prevented progress because there were no
qualified trainers available. Other sources point out that stigma from a bad
existing system attaches to reforms and prevents them from building momen-
tum (Paik 2014).

Decentralise needs further research. Multiple sources advocated balancing
the two extremes, with ETF (1999) recommending regionalism as the balan-
cing method. Others argue for central coordination and oversight with instruc-
tional autonomy (Atchoarena and Delluc 2002) enabled by accountability (ETF
2014). ETF (2017) contradicts this, stating, ‘putting too many tasks under one
roof can blur responsibilities between the agency and other actors ...
Therefore, concentrating all related tasks in a single technical agency is not
a feasible solution’ (p. 85).

Formalism needs further research. According to ETF (2017), ‘laws can be
enablers, but can also create rigidities that only inhibit reform’ (p. 18). However,
formal systems can be harder to implement (Castel-Branco 2008).

4.3 Results for commitment determinants

Political Will is a key success factor. Fluitman (1999) states, ‘perhaps the most
serious constraint is people who resist change’ (p64). Will may not be enough
for success without a good plan (Akyeampong 2005). Grossmann and Naanda
(2006) find ‘it is political will rather than institutional capacity that is a key
ingredient for successful reform’ (p16).

Cooperation is a key success factor. Well-designed cooperation mechanisms
‘where all stakeholders can exchange information, discuss problems and chal-
lenges, and develop ... solutions’ are key (Paik 2014, 31). ETF (2017) says no
actor can implement alone. Arribas (2016) challenges the concept of coopera-
tion as a pure input, framing engagement and interaction among actors as an
outcome of implementation instead of its process.

Ownership is a success factor. It is usually positive, with one mixed mention
when ownership was good but not important (Comyn and Barnaart 2010).

Low Turnover is a success factor. Reforms take time and planning, sochan-
ging governments can bring them to a halt and systems in flux are not able to
implement reforms (ETF 2014).
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Foreign Aid needs further research. The most successful international actor at
implementing VET reform is the European Union, which uses soft policy, monitor-
ing, and evaluation to drive reform (e.g. Arribas, 2016). When international help
hurts implementation, it may be due to donors’ uncoordination and conflict or, as
Bartlett (2013) theorises, because of long chains of principals and agents.

4.4 Results for capacity determinants

Personnel is a key success factor. Grootings and Nielsen (2005) state, ‘Teacher
competences and teacher education are the key factors in all processes of VET
reform anywhere’ (p25). However, Mitchell et al. (2003) state, ‘Innovation can
occur without VET teachers being trained as innovators’ (p101). ETF (2017)
emphasises the need for ‘professionals dealing with the implementation’ (p85).

Finances is a key success factor. Overall, funding helps, including external
resources (Wallenborn 2010). However, money must be appropriately directed:
Atchoarena and Delluc (2002) find ‘subsidies or incentives offered to employ-
ers ... have not produced the desired effect’ (p13).

Research is a key success factor. Research helps implementation overall (e.g.
Castel-Branco 2008). Different evidence types are useful in different reform
contexts, and Sohn, Kang, and Lim (2017) state evidence is only useful if
implementers know how to apply it. Ertl (2000) cautions against burying imple-
menters in too much evidence.

Time is a success factor. Sources were frequently unclear on whether insuffi-
cient time or inadequate speed hindered a reform. Dorleans et al. (2011)
illustrate this challenge: ‘at this point, the question may be asked whether the
pace of the reforms is slower than expected or whether, in fact, it is the time-
frame that is unrealistic’ (p. 14). However, one case ran out of time despite
lasting two decades (Rekkor, Umarik, and Loogma 2013). One source argues that
neither time alone nor pace hindered implementation, but rather ‘temporal
discontinuity,” or lack of time plus improper sequencing of steps (Oates 2008).

Leadership is a success factor. Comyn and Barnaart (2010) find success ‘in
those institutions where managers and leaders fully embraced the reforms’
(p.62). Bartlett (2013) says that an obstacle was lacking ‘a “champion” of the
reforms within the administration’ (p. 342).

4.5 Results for clients determinants

Employers are a key success factor. ETF (2017) states, ‘Stakeholders from the
world of work must have a role, as a prerequisite for systemic change’ (p19).
Atchoarena and Delluc (2002) agree, saying about VET systems that ‘experience
has shown that such a system can hardly be effective if most employers oppose
it" (p13). This determinant might be the most obvious differentiator of VET
reform implementation from general education.
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Intermediaries are a key success factor. According to OECD (2009), inter-
mediaries contribute by acting to ‘share, spread and diffuse innovations’ and
‘link the micro level ... with the macro level’ (p.49). Intermediaries can help
employers that lack capacity by reducing their administrative load and increas-
ing efficiency (ibid).

Educators are a key success factor. Educators make sense of a change
process, although teachers might resist a project if it lacks practical utility or
impinges on their autonomy (Rekkor, Umarik, and Loogma 2013). Educators
need capacity and incentives, because ‘innovation ... demands more effort and
time than routine teaching, and without incentives there is a low chance of
success’ (ETF 2014, 53).

Trade Unions are a success factor. Kis and Field (2009) state that trade unions
are important because they can ‘constructively counterbalance the interest of
employers’ (p38). However, they can also play a negative role if they have
‘incentives to reduce access to shortage occupations, to maintain wages and
union bargaining power’ (p38).

High Level actors are a success factor. High-level actors are useful for
legislation and regulation (e.g. Grootings and Nielsen 2005).

Mid Level actors are a success factor. ETF (1999) argues that the meso-level is
the solution to the question of centralisation or decentralisation, arguing that
each of the extremes comes with its own problems.

Community is a success factor. Grossmann and Naanda (2006) write that low
involvement of trainees in the reform process is dangerous for implementation,
often increasing trainees’ resistance to change (p.42-43). Parents are powerful
stakeholders and involving them in the reform fosters a sense of ownership in
the community, improving sustainability (ETF 2012).

Low Level needs further research. A study by Powell (2001) comparing the
implementation of TVET projects in Jamaica and Gambia finds local involvement
especially important when a project is initiated by a foreign aid agency, as it
guarantees that local context is taken into account and creates a sense of
ownership in the recipient country.

5. Discussion

Our results show how often framework determinants appear in the literature, but
not necessarily whether there is bias in the literature itself. We address this through
subsample analysis, looking for trends over time, between source types, in differ-
ent locations, and in different development contexts. In addition, it is not clear
how our results relate to a theory of VET implemenatation. We address this in two
ways, first discussing potential interactions among determinants using covariance
analysis quantitatively and sources’ comments qualitatively, and second by criti-
cally considering when scholars might discuss certain topics more than others.



JOURNAL OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION & TRAINING . 109

5.1 Subsample analyses

The most straightforward comparison for subsamples of the literature is simple
linear regression of total mentions by determinant. Table 3 shows the compar-
isons by source age, type, and the development status of the subject country or
countries. R? values show the degree of similarity between groups, with values
closer to zero more different and those close to one very similar. To find groups’
distinctive determinants, we show the standard residual for each. Standard
residuals are the difference between actual and expected values, divided by
the standard deviation of expected values. We highlight those that are or
significantly different at p < 0.05 and p < 0.1.

5.1.1. Source age

Publication years range from 1984 to 2017, skewing towards more recent literature
with a mean year of 2006 and a median of 2009. We divided the sample into
approximate halves before 2009 and from 2009 onwards, with 87 sources in the
former and 90 in the latter group. The groups are very similar (R* = 0.87), shown in
Table 3. There are no significantly different determinants between the two groups of
sources.

The similarity between older and newer sources can mean either that the
field has achieved consensus or that it has not progressed. Because there are
hardly any reviews or frameworks related to VET reform implementation, there
have been few opportunities to collect into theory. The skew towards newer
literature indicates that the field is growing.

5.1.2. Source type
Of the 177 coded sources, 62 are peer-reviewed literature, and 115 are non-peer-
reviewed sources including 49 books and 66 others — mostly policy reports from
international agencies. There were more non-peer-reviewed sources so there are
more mentions overall in non-peer-reviewed (1,116) than peer-reviewed (422)
literature. Therefore, policy reports and books have more power in our results
than journal articles. Some authors, notably Pilz, Fluitman, Oates, and Grootings,
appear in both source types. However, the two types are not very similar (R* = 0.49),
so the greater presence of non-peer-reviewed sources is not trivial.

Non-peer-reviewed literature mentions intermediaries and employers more
often than peer-reviewed sources, and time less often. These three determi-
nants do not entirely explain the difference between groups, but they are the
most important. With non-peer-reviewed literature being such an important
part of the body of knowledge in this field, basic research needs to both reflect
and inform that work.

Three organisations make up large parts of the non-peer-reviewed literature:
ETF, Cedefop, and OECD. To check whether any institutional idiosyncrasies are
driving results, we performed separate subsample analyses of each compared to
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the rest of the non-peer-reviewed literature (see Table A2 online). ETF is most
similar to all other non-peer-reviewed sources (R* = 0.84), with not significantly
different determinants. Cedefop is broadly similar to the rest of the non-peer-
reviewed literature (R* = 0.63), and is more likely to mention context fit, political
will, and community engagement. OECD has the most sources and is the least
similar to the other non-peer-reviewed literature (R* = 0.45), mentioning context
fit and political will much less often but employers and intermediaries much more
(p < 0.05). It also mentions foreign aid, personnel, and low-level actors less often
(p < 0.1) than similar literature. Many OECD studies are part of Learning for Jobs
(OECD 2011), which may drive these results.

In the non-peer-reviewed literature, sources often have a specific purpose or
audience in mind while they report the progress of an implementation project.
This affects the report’s content, for example, a report for a ministry of education
will emphasise contact with employers while one for the ministry of labour will
emphasise connection with the education system. We are missing non-English-
speaking VET research organisations like Korea’s KRIVET and Switzerland’s
SFIVET, which publish mainly in their countries’ native languages.

5.1.3. Development status

We find 81 sources each dealing with developed and developing countries, plus
15 sources that include multiple countries of mixed development status.
Sources in developed and developing contexts are generally similar
(R? = 0.66), with no significant differences. Despite having the same number
of sources total, those on developed countries attribute outcomes to fewer
determinants than those in developing countries (571 and 804, respectively)
and developed sources mention fewer determinants as mixed factors.
Developing countries are featured more often in non-peer-reviewed literature.

Developing sources mention Context factors more often, and developed
sources are more likely to cite Client factors. This implies that there may be an
order or priority list to which determinants matter, with specific actors matter-
ing only once environmental factors are under control. It could also be that
sources on developing countries are more likely to be written by outsiders, so
they are more concerned with understanding the context.

Because European countries are dominant in the sample, the difference
between developed and developing sources may actually come from
a continent difference. However, we have a number of developing European
countries in the sample thanks to post-Soviet reform efforts in Eastern European
countries. Comparing developing and developed countries within Europe, we
see a similar pattern to the overall development-status comparison. European
developing countries are broadly similar to its developed countries (R* = 0.68),
with only time different between groups as it comes up more in developed
countries. The difference between developed and developing countries does
not appear to arise from a difference between Europe and the world.
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5.1.4. Continents

The biggest bias in the literature is towards European countries, which make up
50% of our sources. Of the rest, 16% are multi-continent, 11% deal with Asian
countries, 10% African, 6% Oceanic, 5% North American, and 2% South American.
However, European sources are very similar to all other sources (R* = 0.82), with no
significantly different determinants. Across continents, the general pattern of
mentions is strikingly similar (see Table A3 online).

Multi-continent sources strongly agree with the general pattern (R* = 0.80).
These sources mention context fit more often than all other sources (p < 0.1),
possibly because they compare across contexts. Asian-country sources are
similar to others (R = 0.72), mentioning coordination more than others
(p < 0.1). Most of our Asian sources are in Korea and China, and tend to be top-
down reforms. African-country sources are somewhat similar to the others
(R = 0.62), with more mentions of personnel and finances (p < 0.1). This
could be due to greater poverty, or due to less experience in African countries
with formal VET systems, requiring more start-up capital.

We do not discuss Oceana or North and South America because there are not
enough sources. There are three major explanations for the gap. First, our search
is in English and there might be existing sources in other languages or using
alternative terminologies. Second, VET may be less prevalent in the under-
represented continents. Finally, VET could be a low priority for research or
reform. Perhaps the most important contribution of this subsample is what it
cannot tell us: implementation determinants in non-European countries, espe-
cially those in North and South America.

5.2 Covariance analysis

Determinant frameworks do not capture interactions. Covariance analysis shows
which determinants appear often with others, partially addressing this issue. We
use a simple covariance table (see Table A4 online) of total mentions. Highly
covarying determinants are usually the most frequent: intermediaries (0.042),
financial resources (0.042), and coordination (0.041) are all key success factors.
However, low-level actors (0.040) are highly covariant without overall high fre-
guency, covarying (>0.05) with mid-level and high-level actors, accountability,
context fit, decentralisation, cooperation, ownership, personnel, finances, research,
and educators. The strongest covariances between two dimensions are employers-
intermediaries (0.165), personnel-finances (0.117), educators-intermediaries (0.115),
and employers-educators (0.111). The second is entirely capacity, but the other
three combine actors from the education and employment systems.

None of the determinants in the key success factors group have low covar-
iance (<0.02). The least covarying determinants are education quality (0.005),
incremental scope (0.01), a strong economy (0.011), time (0.015), low turnover
(0.017), and slow pacing (0.018).
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Time is the only determinant with a negative average covariance, though it is
weak. Its is least likely to appear with intermediaries (-0.05) and employers (-0.03).
This is difficult to interpret, so the relationship between time and implementation,
mediated or moderated by other determinants, is worth further investigation.

5.3 Interpreting frequency

We cannot say that a determinant matters in practice, only that it comes up
frequently in literature. Frequent determinants may be important, very broad, or
simply fashionable. Some of the most commonly mentioned determinants seem
straightforward — they appear in every implementation framework — but inter-
pretation is difficult. For example, the crucial role of intermediary and employer
stakeholders fits with VET classic theory, but may be overstated in a literature
generally directed at education actors. Research is a key success factor — according
to researchers. Popular concepts like political will can be very broad, and distin-
guishing between cooperation and coordination can become difficult in practice.
This latter problem highlights the urgency of developing theory-based, opera-
tional definitions for all determinants. Finally, even the most often-cited success
factors are probably necessary, not sufficient, conditions for implementation.

The consistency across the field is a good indication that key success factors’
frequency is meaningful, but we should be wary of stagnation or repetition.
Many of the researchers whose work we review here appear in more than one
source, so they have experience that supports — but may also bias - their later
work. If biased, certain determinants could show up simply because a researcher
is accustomed to looking for them. However, the subsample analysis shows that
this is unlikely to be driving the results in most cases. In this case, consistency is
most likely a sign of consensus, not problems.

The determinants that need further research may be too narrowly defined,
genuinely unimportant, or interdependent. Some controversies reflect chan-
ging trends, like foreign involvement in reforms becoming more nuanced after
waves of policy-making, -advising, -borrowing, and outright transfer. It seems
that international soft policy and capacity-building are helpful, while supply-
side policy, contingent aid, and VET-as-export may create problems. Other
unclear situations may be due to framework weaknesses or dependencies
among determinants.

6. Conclusions

We hypothesised that VET implementation would be similar to overall and
general-education implementation, with differentiation in employers’ role and
stakeholder interactions. We find that our framework broadly aligns with imple-
mentation in general, and that the VET-specific determinants like employers and
intermediaries are key. Cooperation and coordination are both key success
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factors, possibly more important in VET than general education because of the
many stakeholder types.

We also expected to find gaps and blind spots in the literature, and a lack of
systematic progression. We do find that non-European countries are underrepre-
sented, though developed and developing countries are balanced. We find no
significant changes in the literature over time, suggesting that the lack of struc-
ture may be causing some stagnation. Generally, we are missing a strong theore-
tical approach to explaining implementation success and failure. However, the
field is growing.

The most important determinants of VET reform implementation are
resources and stakeholders. Personnel, financial, and research resources are
key along with employer, intermediary, and educator stakeholders.
Characteristics of the reform and its context are also important, especially the
strategy itself, coordination, political will, cooperation, and context fit. Some
determinants, especially in the areas of reform context and actors’ interactions,
are unclear. Decentralisation, foreign assistance, reform scope, pacing, and
direction (bottom-up or top-down) are among these conflicted factors.

When factors are important, they are more like necessary than sufficient
conditions, and tend to work together rather than alone. The most important
determinants are also the most interconnected, especially among stakeholders
and resources. Stakeholders frequently appear in combinations that link educa-
tion and employment. Coordination seems to combine with other success factors
like financial resources and a legal framework. Low-level actors initially appear
unimportant, but are one of the most strongly interconnected determinants.

6.1 Limitations

We have four main sources of limitations: the limitations of the literature itself,
our determinant framework, content analysis and our coding process, and our
analysis. First, the literature and our sample of sources can create biases. Our
sample is dominated by European-continent sources and by non-peer-reviewed
literature, even if the subsample analysis shows that these groups do not drive
the results. We search only in English, and use VET and TVET search terms
instead of specific country-level programmes. We are as systematic as possible
in our search and sampling, but database ideosynchracies forced us to use
multiple search approaches.

The determinant framework prioritises feasibility and completeness over
context and interaction, and is likely to change in the future. Determinant
frameworks do not account for items’ interactions or relative importance.
Identifying success factors and barriers faces does not specify a model of
implementation (Gornitzka, Kyvik, and Stensaker 2005) or account for context
(OECD 2009). In practice, there should be ‘synergistic effects’ (Nilsen 2015, 5)
among determinants (Winter 2012). In addition, our goal was to make the
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determinant framework mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive, but
there are already signs that we will drop, reorganise, add, or split determinants
upon further testing.

Coding and content analysis enables us to process a huge amount of data,
but our definitions are relatively weak and coding can be reductive. We often
relied on authors’ apparent usage definitions (Popper 2014) for both determi-
nants and implementation success. Therefore, we are inaccurate if sources have
inconsistent definitions. In addition, our codes are very simple - valence, not
strength or impact — and we capture at most one mention per determinant per
paper. These do not capture interrelationships, such as Oates’s (2008) claim that
temporal discontinuity matters more than time or pace alone, or Akyeampong's
(2005) that political will is insufficient without strategy. Because we only code
one mention per paper and do not capture importance, we cannot differentiate
strong from weak determinants within sources.

Finally, our analysis is descriptive, not causal. We are indifferent to reforms’
successful implementation or their impact. Successful implementation means the
planned reform happened, while a successful reform, once implemented, should
have impact (Viennet and Pont 2017). Although reforms’ objectives and policy
tools affect the implementation process (Honig 2009), we do not differentiate
reform types. We do not analyse, for example, how reforms that build a VET
system from scratch are different from those improving an existing system.

6.2 Final thoughts and future directions

The challenge for future research is building a theory of VET reform implemen-
tation. Systematically consolidating our empirical knowledge base is a start, and
theory can develop testable hypotheses. Context dependence and interdepen-
dence is a key issue, as is the question of what it means for a VET reform to be
successful. Finally, research in this field must be actionable and provide usable
recommendations that increase the probability of successful implementation.

A number of interesting questions have emerged for further investigation. How
do we define and measure each determinant? What makes each key success factor
important? Why do low-level actors appear in conjunction with other factors so
frequently, despite their low individual importance? Is stakeholder engagement
most productive when it contributes to education-employment linkage? When is
foreign aid or intervention helpful? What parts of the field’s consistency are con-
sensus, and which are stagnation? What can we learn from new geographies? How
are implementation determinants affected by the reform’s goals?

Despite its opacity, this field is one of surprising agreement. Future research-
ers can mine detailed case studies for new insights and capitalise on growth to
develop new studies. There is a sense of urgency around VET, and enormous
potential for well-designed and successfully implemented VET systems to
impact young people, economies, and societies.
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Note

1. http://www.cemets.ethz.ch/research/research0/2019/online-appendices—getting-
there-from-here-literature-review.html.
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