
VOCATIONAL EDUCATION & TRAINING (VET) FOR
THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY

  How VET can support a skilled workforce and drive
the circular economy transition

BACKGROUND
A means to an end, the global circular economy has the potential to drive us towards a net-zero,
sustainable and just future. If managed well, its adoption can generate multiple benefits for the labour market
while simultaneously tackling climate change, resource scarcity and closing the Emissions Gap. The circular
economy's core strategies of closing material cycles and reducing waste hinge on processes that are labour and
skills-intensive. This calls for existing, new, or new combinations of skills to be applied. Further, skill demands are
also influenced by the interplay of global trends, such as greening economies, digitalisation and longer working
lives, as well as the catalytic impact of the covid-19 pandemic. Looking forward, the skills gap is likely to widen.

The risk of not investing in skills development is too great: without skills development, investment in circular
strategies will not translate into employment opportunities and will see us fall short of our national and
international environmental targets. Without widespread skills development, existing skills, human capital and
local jobs—just like valuable raw materials—risk being wasted or lost.

Bridging the skills gap will require foresight and genuine collaboration from government, industry, civil society
and education. It will require policies, frameworks, investments in business models and skills pathways that
responsibly manage shifting industries and, with this, changing labour markets. To take advantage of and keep
up with the employment and innovation potential of the circular economy, education and training provision
need to both be able to adapt to and anticipate future needs. Upskilling workers will be critical in catalysing
circularity and preparing societies for the transition to a circular economy.

THE UNTAPPED POTENTIAL OF VET
While topics related to circularity have been increasingly integrated in
higher education, the potential of VET to be a driver of innovation and
play a role in achieving societal goals is, arguably, underexplored and
underappreciated. Additionally, some stigma tat surrounds VET and
vocational professions, with many societies valuing academic education
more. In the Netherlands this trend is particularly surprising because the
Dutch VET system is one of the best in the world, yet a CEDEFOP study in



2018 showed that 41% of respondents in the Netherlands associate VET with a negative image (well above the EU
average of 23%).

Affording increased attention to VET will be critical for labour market integration and supporting large-scale and
lifelong upskilling. Vocational training can promote sustainable development by empowering individuals,
organisations, enterprises and communities. It can also provide employment, decent work and lifelong learning
so as to promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth and competitiveness, social equity and
environmental sustainability. Thus, there is an opportunity to redefine VET as a mechanism for driving the
adoption of circular strategies, supporting equity and closing the skills gap. Specifically, this redefinition is
underpinned by acknowledging the key pathways through which VET contributes to a circular transition
including:

● Providing higher technical skills: With rising demand for higher level technical skills in the circular
economy, Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) will be key for achieving skills shifts.

● Promoting life-long learning: VET is well placed to continue supporting large-scale upskilling, as well as
providing infrastructure for continued and lifelong learning.

● Promoting social inclusion: VET is an important mechanism for labour market integration and its role in
matching job seekers to vacancies has long been recognised.

● Promoting decent work: Developing skills through VET is identified as a pathway for decent work by
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4.4 and the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) decent work
agenda.

● Stimulating markets: VET and its close relationship to industry and governments has an important role
to play in developing entrepreneurial skills, motivating learners and helping sustainable enterprises to
thrive.

CASE IN POINT: DUTCH CLOTHING
The Netherlands employs more than 127,000 workers in the clothing value chain (with 94% of these jobs being in
retail and distribution). Within this, the craft of repairing, as well as the collection and sorting of disposed textiles,
requires largely manual labour.

For the Dutch clothing sector to become circular by 2050, it is expected that some already-existing jobs will need
to be scaled and many more people in those areas will need to be trained for these jobs—particularly textile
sorters. And while some jobs may already exist in other stages of the value chain, they will likely need to be
transferred or created for new stages—notably for technology and innovation roles.

In terms of skills required, repair requires more use of blended, theoretical and practical skills, whilst collection
and sorting almost fully require practical skill sets—which can often be learnt on the job. All three stages require



more practical than theoretical skill sets, which presents a relevant opportunity for the scaling of VET as well as
on-the-job training programmes.

Ultimately, the role of VET will be essential in driving the uptake of circular strategies in the Dutch textile
sorting sector by closing the skills gap, promoting equity, and bridging manual, technical and digital skills
that will be needed for a circular sector in the future.

OVERALL CONSIDERATIONS IN DESIGNING VET SYSTEMS
To design VET systems that meet the needs of current and future labour markets in the short time frame
needed, the following considerations are key:

1. The design must be led by a deep understanding of the key skills needed for circular strategies in
different contexts, followed by a translation of skills into qualifications, assessment criteria and
competency frameworks.

2. The interdependencies between economic, environmental, skills and employment policies and
strategies —and the key role of key governmental agencies in supporting this coordination—needs to be
acknowledged

3. An interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary approach—which effectively utilises the knowledge
triangle—research organisations, industry and education—will be key.

Example (to be put in a box): The novel PRICE initiative is enabling the critical collaboration between
stakeholders within government, industry and education!

Practice & Innovation Centre Circular Economy (PRICE) is the circular action lab for Flevoland which brings
together entrepreneurs, businesses, students, teachers, and municipalities to solve key challenges. What kind of
challenges? With 100,000 houses to be built in Flevoland in the coming years, the themes of construction and
living environment form the basis for PRICE challenges. After a challenge is identified, the right combination of
team members are assembled. These teams work collaboratively to solve the challenge focusing on a
learning-by-doing approach. In the field lab, teams can test new innovations and improve solutions. Through this
initiative, researchers, large and small companies, startups and students have the opportunity to test their
prototypes, experiment with new ideas and learn from previous attempts.



TO MEET THE NEEDS OF THE FUTURE LABOUR MARKET,
WHICH SKILLS ARE KEY?
Circular strategies call for increasing interdisciplinary and
multidisciplinary working. The T-Shaped skills approach provides
a helpful framework for understanding how specialist and
generalist, transversal, skills can be combined in an increasingly
interdisciplinary labour market. The vertical bar of the T represents
the depth of the employee's specialist skills in their primary field
and the horizontal bar represents their transversal skills used to
collaborate across disciplines.

Transversal, also known as transferable or generic, skills are
made up of core and foundational skills, such as literacy and
numeracy, and soft and digital skills, such as the ability to engage in critical, foresight and systems-thinking,
communicate effectively and the skills for management, cooperation and entrepreneurship. These skills are
generally not attached to any one job or industry. Transversal skills can be applied to different jobs, occupations
and industries. They can support cross-sectoral collaboration and labour mobility across stages of the circular
economy transition, as these skills remain relevant and enable workers to access different types of employment
opportunities across sectors and industries as labour market demand shifts. Thus, the development of
transversal skills among workers could increase labour mobility and strengthen resilience.

THE ROLE OF BUSINESSES IN LEVERAGING THE POWER OF VET AND CLOSING THE SKILLS GAP
What can businesses do to close the skills gap and champion VET for the circular economy?

INDUSTRY LEADERS, Including Human Resource Management (HRM) Teams of organisations should
prioritise collaboration with educators and other industry sectors both generating new skills and developing
training programmes through co-design and validation as new skills needs emerge.

1. Be active partners in co-designing and validating new VET training and curricula to ensure they
meet industry requirements across the value chain. Taking this a step further, if real-time collaboration
between industry and education providers are established, new trainings can be developed in parallel as
innovations come onto the market.

2. Promote lifelong learning and continuous skills development within organisations, by providing
placement to VET students and embedding VET training modules into existing training pathways within
the organisation.

3. Promote transparency regarding the skills and job profiles required to implement circular strategies.



4. Encourage partnerships with other organisations within and cross industry- improving industrial
symbiosis activities across sectors and along the value chain.

TO KNOW MORE about the role of VET in driving the circular transition as well as the role of other key actors

including governments, education and training providers and civil society, read the paper on Closing the Skills
Gaps through VET by Circle Economy.

https://assets.website-files.com/5d26d80e8836af2d12ed1269/608c0aa6fec4df0fa7bd78e4_20210422%20-%20CJI%20VET%20Paper%202%20-%20297x210mm.pdf
https://assets.website-files.com/5d26d80e8836af2d12ed1269/608c0aa6fec4df0fa7bd78e4_20210422%20-%20CJI%20VET%20Paper%202%20-%20297x210mm.pdf

