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24.1 Introduction 
 
In the past two decades many European countries have made a switch from passive to 
active labour market policy with the intention of reducing unemployment, as well as 
enlarging the labour participation rate of the active working population. Complementary 
to worker protection legislation and unemployment benefits, active labour market policy 
contains a number of institutional and legal and non-legal measures directed at 
activating the unemployed. In sum, active labour market policies combine transfer 
payments with either work or training activities1 Examples of active labour market 
policy are the privatization of public employment services, wage subsidies, employment 
subsidies, community work programs, education measures and training measures for the 
unemployed. Active labour market policy is also the main idea behind the OECD Jobs 
Strategy and the European Employment Strategy introduced by the European 
Commission at the end of the 1990s. In addition, the European Employment Strategy 
stresses the importance of the sustainability of employability of workers during the 
whole life course and flexicurity. The first point refers to increasing strategic attention 
in labour market policy to flows rather than to stocks, or to risks occurring during 
important labour market transitions during the life course, such as, the transition from 
school to work, the transition from unemployment to employment and the transition 
from bad to good work. During transition periods workers are more vulnerable to 
unemployment than in non-transition periods. The second point (flexicurity) refers to 
norms and values behind European labour market policy. On the one hand active labour 
market policy has to contribute to the demands and needs of increasing the flexibility of 
labour markets and on the other hand active labour market policy has to contribute to a 
certain degree of security of workers on highly flexible labour markets. 
In this contribution I will focus on one particular active labour market instrument which 
still is rather controversial with respect to efficacy and efficiency. This instrument is the 
provision of training vouchers for the unemployed. In my view, under certain specific 
conditions, further use of this instrument could contribute to a greater efficacy and 
efficiency of active labour market policy. Moreover, the use of training vouchers fits in 
very well with the broader flexicurity and employability aspects of the European 
Employment Strategy and therefore, in principle, this instrument can be to the benefit of 
both employers and employees.  
In the next sections, I will first of all explain the use of vouchers as an instrument of 
active labour market policy (Section 24.2). I will then focus my attention on the 
implementation of vouchers in Belgium, Germany, Australia, the United States of 
America (US) and the Netherlands (Section 24.3). Finally, I will draw some conclusions 
(Section 24.4). 
 

                                                           
1 P. Auer, Ü. Efendioglu and J. Leschke, Active labour market policies around the world. Coping with the 
consequences of globalization (Geneva, International Labour Office, 2005). 



 2 

24.2 Vouchers as an active labour market policy instrument  
 
Vouchers are a well-known and much applied policy instrument in the US and also in 
some other Anglo-Saxon countries. Vouchers are usually seen as one of the policy 
innovations of New Public Management. New Public Management was first introduced 
in the US in the 1980s as a fundamental reform of the public sector by introducing 
entrepreneurial aspects.2 However, the idea of vouchers goes back to the famous 
economist Milton Friedman. In 1962 he designed a limited voucher system for 
education.3  
In the US New Public Management started first in Minnesota in 1984 with the delivery 
of vouchers for low-income students, which they could use at any public or private 
school. The background to the introduction of this voucher system was that the state 
government wanted to give specific groups the ability to buy specific goods or services 
in the form of customer-driven systems. At the same time these systems force service 
providers to be accountable to their customers. In the US voucher systems are widely 
used in different fields of social policy, such as food stamps for the poor, low-income 
housing, day care for children, health care, legal aid, primary, secondary and tertiary 
education and last but not least labour market training.  
To gain a clearer idea of the role of vouchers, it is necessary to give a more detailed 
definition. There are various definitions which differ somewhat. But two principles are 
always consistent: the principle of choice on the demand side and the principle of 
competition on the supply side. 
A useful straightforward definition of a voucher is given by Daniels and Trebilcock. 
They define a voucher as a tied demand-side subsidy, where public dollars or euros 
follow consumers rather than suppliers, with the objective of fostering competition on 
the supply side and choice on the demand side in order to improve efficiency in the 
delivery of classes of social goods and services, and enhance autonomy on the part of 
consumers of those goods and services.4 By ‘tied’ it is meant that the voucher can only 
be used to purchase a particular class of goods or services. ‘Demand side’ points to the 
intention to improve consumer choice by providing them with purchasing power and the 
ability to influence the supply side of the market. It is also important that a voucher 
works as an incentive for both the demand side and the supply side. In theory suppliers 
have to compete for demanders of services in a responsive way by offering high quality 
and cost-effective services. According to Daniels and Trebilcock there are different 
types of vouchers depending on the specific aims and situations: universal or selective, 
flat or as a supplement, fixed or proportionate.  
Vouchers can be seen as an alternative for pure public provision of services and goods. 
The problem with public goods is not only that they are inefficient, but that they also 
lack consumer choice. It is because of these two reasons that the voucher instrument fits 

                                                           
2 D. Osborne and T. Gaebler, Reinventing Government. How the entrepreneurial spirit is transforming the 
public sector (New York, Plume, 1992). 
3 M. Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1962); P. Krugman, ‘Who 
was Milton Friedman?’ (2007) 54 (2) New York Review of Books. 
 
 
4 R.J. Daniels and M.J. Trebilcock, Rethinking the Welfare State. The Prospects for Government by Voucher 
(Milton Park, Routledge, 2005). 
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very well with the intentions of active labour market policy. If we take for instance the 
actual active labour market policy in the Netherlands which is embedded in the broader 
context of the realization of a so-called activating participation society, we observe a 
strong emphasis on increasing personal responsibility and also on the ability of 
individual workers to make the right choices during a professional career. These two 
points have become the main beacons of this policy.5  
Voucher systems can in sum be seen as solutions for collective failure, in particular in 
case of the delivery of public or quasi-public goods. A voucher system enhances or 
restores the free market in combination with preferences of individual persons or 
workers. In the context of transitional labour markets voucher systems will enable 
workers to manage their own transitions adequately.6 Collective failure is not 
uncommonly caused by the incidence of moral hazard of clients of a social policy 
arrangement. By moral hazard it is meant that an insured person transfers the burden of 
risk to the insurer, for instance by acting less carefully than in a situation without 
insurance. Apart from these two different modes of social service delivery (tight 
demand side subsidies versus purely public delivery), two other principal modes can be 
distinguished. These are: supply side subsidies and tax- and-transfer policies. In case of 
supply side subsidies the state contracts out the provision of public services to private 
companies, such as when government pays a private company to operate prisons or 
adult correctional facilities. In case of tax-and-transfer grants allocations are in cash and 
this can be spent freely on any good or service.7  
 
24.3 Training vouchers 
 
Training of unemployed persons is seen as an important part of active labour market 
policy. It can be organized in different ways. In the context of active labour market 
policy the use of training vouchers still is rather new and not broadly applied. In this 
respect, a training voucher system might be more an instrument of the future than of the 
past in the framework of active labour market policy. 
First, I will look at more regular forms of training within the framework of active labour 
market policy. In principle training is a rather heterogeneous concept. Different aspects 
of training are level, field, duration, training method (on the job, in the class room or e-
learning) and the type of training provider (public school or private training agency). As 
De Koning has put forward, all these aspects affect both the cost of training and its 
effectiveness.8 
There is evidence that the effects of active labour market policies, training included, are 
on the average relatively small but positive. Active labour market policy also produces 
some unintended perverse effects such as dead weight (the same result in the absence of 
a program), substitution (subsidized persons displace non-subsidized persons), 

                                                           
5 E. de Gier, Overpeinzingen bij een activerende participatiemaatschappij (Nijmegen, Radboud University, 
2007). 
6 T. Wilthagen and R. Rogowki (eds), The legal regulation of transitional labour markets (Cheltenham, UK 
and Northampton, MA, USA, Edward Elgar, 2002). 
 
7 See footnote 4, Daniels and Trebilcock. 
8 J. de Koning (ed.), The Evaluation of Active Labour Market Policies. Measures, Public Private Partnerships 
and Benchmarking (Cheltenham, UK and Northampton, MA, USA, Edward Elgar, 2007). 
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displacement (subsidized activities may displace other activities in the economy) and 
cherry picking or cream skimming (the most employable among the unemployed are 
primarily served).  
Auer et al. conclude that, despite a rather bleak evaluation record, training to provide 
employability to the jobless or to improve employability of the employed is the 
prevailing measure of active labour market policy in the EU.9 All in all there is 
discernible a trend in the EU towards organizing life long learning. However, evidence 
shows that the results of training on employability are uncertain and furthermore that 
there is high selectivity, especially for further training towards the more privileged 
labour market segments. 
On the basis of a large number of evaluation studies Auer et al. contend that, although 
training for long-term unemployed serves women and other disadvantaged groups, this 
instrument seems to be no more effective than job-search assistance in the context of 
increasing re-employment probabilities. At the same time, training for long-term 
unemployed is two to four times more costly. Efforts to retrain workers who are 
displaced in mass lay-offs and training for young people have little positive impact. 
Formal classroom training, on-the-job training and training of vocational skills in 
general have positive effects for women re-entrants and/or prime-age-women, but non 
or limited positive effects on prime-age men and older workers with low initial 
education.  
If we look at practical problems which arise in training contexts, Auer et al. sum up 
many examples, such as unclear knowledge of training needs, outdated curricula, 
unsuitable training sites and material, bad training of trainers, low level of private sector 
involvement, over-educated and qualified unemployed, financial bottlenecks, gender 
biases, insufficient levels, mismatch between market demand and training, complex and 
overlapping structure of delivery, insufficient planning and last but not least, the use of 
life long learning as a mere slogan.10 
What we can learn from practical experiences with training in the context of active 
labour market policies is that many problems still remain and that the efficacy and 
efficiency of training programs strongly depends on the particular and actual 
circumstances. Furthermore, it can be contended that targeting achieves better outcomes 
than broadly applied measures. It prevents the incidence of dead weight. Programmes 
that are closer to real work situations are also more effective than programs that are 
remote from regular labour markets activities.11  
To what extent can the introduction of training vouchers, as a new active labour market 
instrument, contribute to solving the existing problems and at the same time 
significantly increase the impact of training programs? 
In this case policy makers will have to address three major issues. These are efficiency, 
equity and political feasibility.12  
Several countries have already introduced some form of training voucher system, 
including Belgium, Germany, Australia, the US and the Netherlands.  
 

                                                           
9 See footnote 1, Auer et al. 
10 See footnote 1, Auer et al. 
11 See footnote 1, Auer et al. 
12 See footnote 4, Daniels and Trebilcock. 
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In Belgium (Flanders) training vouchers for employers were introduced in February 
2002 and for employees in September 2003. The training vouchers for employees intend 
to stimulate employees to ‘keep up’ with the knowledge society and to strengthen their 
position on the labour market (employability and life long learning). Employees can 
annually buy vouchers up to €250. The government pays 50 per cent and the employee 
also contributes 50 per cent. In 2004 and 2005 the annual available budget was €10 
million. Vouchers can be used to cover the direct costs related to training or career 
guidance and can only be redeemed for reasons of guaranteeing the quality of the 
training with authorized training agencies. In a quantitative sense the training vouchers 
for employees have been a success. In 2004 nearly 200,000 employees made request for 
vouchers. However, there was an under-representation of both low-skilled employees 
(15–16 per cent requests, compared to 28 per cent low-skilled in the total workforce) 
and of elderly workers (11–14 percent of requests by employees over 50 years, 
compared to 17 per cent elderly workers in the total workforce). These results point to 
the incidence of the dead-weight effect. To neutralize this effect, from September 2004 
onwards the low-skilled could request free vouchers.  
Training vouchers for employers already existed in the Walloon provinces from 1998 
and were introduced in Flanders in February 2002. Firms are allowed to purchase 
training vouchers in sets of 10 and they are worth €30 a piece. Again half of the costs 
are paid by the government and the other half by the employers. The vouchers can be 
redeemed with authorized training agencies. The program is particularly directed at 
small firms. The program of training vouchers for the employers has also been a 
success. Between 2002 and 2005 the number of vouchers purchased rose from 717,251 
to 1,482,614. At the same time there was a slight increase in the number of enterprises 
from a slightly over 11,000 up to more than 16,000. However, in this case the dead 
weight loss is also considerable and estimated at up to 80 per cent.13  
 
There is also some experience with training vouchers in Germany. The so called 
‘Bildungsgutscheine’ were introduced in January 2003 and formed part of the 2002 
Hartz-labour market reform proposals of the then Schröder-Government. The new 
voucher-system replaced the former contracting-out system. In the contracting-out 
system, which existed since World War II, the Public Employment Service contracted 
out job training to selected private training providers on a large scale. The immediate 
cause of the change of policy by the end of 2002 was the so called ‘placement scandal’. 
In the spring of 2002 the German Federal Audit Office revealed fraud in the placement 
statistics of the public employment services. Only one third of all reported placements 
were in fact the result of active placements by the public employment services. The 
remaining number seemed never to have taken place. The new voucher system, 
therefore, had to contribute to better control over the training providers and to also be 
more transparent and competitive. 
Jobseekers who are unemployed for at least three months or jobseekers who sign up for 
a job creation program are entitled to the new voucher-system. A placement voucher, 
containing all details for the required training, remains valid for three months and can in 

                                                           
13 L. van Wichelen, Training vouchers for employers and employees (Brussels, Flemish Employment 
Administration, 2005). 
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principle be renewed after three months. The jobseeker has full freedom to select the 
private training provider. Providers can subsequently cash the vouchers at the local 
public employment services-office after successful placements of jobseekers. The (flat 
rate) amount of vouchers at the time of introduction was €2000.  
In the new voucher system training providers have to be certified in advance on the 
basis of a new quality management system. Bruttel evaluated the first experiences with 
the new system by carrying out expert interviews in four district employment offices on 
the following three points: increased client choice, increased provider choice 
(competition) and policy coordination.14 
With respect to increased client choice Bruttel found serious information asymmetries, 
in particular for the long term employed and the low-qualified jobseekers. About one-
fifth of all vouchers remained unused at the time of the evaluation. There is also some 
evidence that equality of purchasing power does not guarantee equality of access. The 
asymmetry of information is partly caused by the fact that the public employment 
services are not allowed to provide more specific information about the training 
providers. 
As to the second point (increased provider choice), there seems to be a sort of 
imbalance or unequal distribution of providers. This is due to the fact that in some 
regions and in particular in rural areas there are only one or two providers available. A 
possible effect is the strengthening of big training providers which is detrimental to 
small providers. Nevertheless, Bruttel perceives the beginning of cooperation between 
providers by not offering equal courses. He defines this type of cooperation as 
‘collusion, which in turn hinders market competition from emerging’. 
With respect to policy coordination the biggest problem according to Bruttel is the 
absence of ‘Bildungspläne’ (training plans), which in the old system were developed by 
the public employment services. These plans contained the agreed volume of training 
over the period of a year. In the new system uncertainty for providers has increased with 
a number of potentially negative effects, such as difficulties with staff recruitment. 
Bruttel is rather critical about the new voucher system in Germany and clearly prefers 
an improved version of the old system in which the public employment services not 
only play a more advanced role but, are also responsible for planning. His most 
important objection against the voucher system is the perceived information asymmetry 
(jobseekers need to be able to make informed choices about training providers). The 
intended promotion of competition among providers has also remained handicapped 
because there are insufficient providers in some regions. Moreover, Bruttel criticizes the 
level of the voucher amount which in his eyes is too low to encourage private providers 
to accept the hard to place unemployed, as well as the fact that training providers can 
only redeem vouchers after successful placement of the jobseeker. This further 
discourages providers from investing in the hard to place unemployed.15 
Other evaluation research confirms to a certain extent Bruttel’s findings. Kühnlein and 
Klein for instance, carried out an evaluation five months after the implementation of the 
new voucher system. They interviewed a number of experts with eight training 
providers in the eastern part of the Ruhr-region and also some other representatives 

                                                           
14 O. Bruttel, ‘Delivering active labour market policy through vouchers: experiences with training vouchers in 
Germany’ (2005) 71 (3) International Review of Administrative Sciences, 391–404. 
15 Ibidem. 
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from the regional public employment services, the trade unions and some other related 
institutions. Their research provides first impressions after the implementation of the 
voucher system. First of all, they contend that six months after the introduction of the 
voucher system the number of training participants has decreased significantly with 
accompanying downwards tendencies on the quality and standards. 
Secondly, the absence of the former planning of public employment services created 
confusion among providers as well as employment officers. 
Thirdly, not all vouchers delivered to job seekers were validated or became obsolete 
after some time. The remaining part of delivered vouchers had an open character and it 
was not clear at the time how these vouchers would be validated later on. This created 
uncertainty for providers. 
Fourthly, there was no perception of a real market for training despite the formal 
intention to create such a market. The influence of public employment services was still 
perceived as high among those interviewed. 
In the fifth place, there was also a tendency to serve primarily those jobseekers seen as 
rather easy to re-integrate into the labour market. 
And finally, there was an overall perception that the costs had increased or would 
increase further. For instance, it was stated that overhead costs would rise because of 
the fact that the number of participants was no longer constant or was even decreasing.16 
To conclude, the first experiences with the new voucher system were not experienced as 
positive all across the board. There was also constant reference to the former 
contracting out system. A large part of the problems can be seen as specific start-up 
problems in the German context. Nevertheless, the incidence of information asymmetry 
for the low-skilled seems to be a serious flaw of the German voucher system. 
 
The next country to which some attention will be paid is Australia. In this country 
experiences with the voucher system are much more positive than in Germany. The 
Australian voucher system was introduced in 1998 replacing the former Commonwealth 
Employment Service (CES) with the new Job Network (JN). Almost all former public 
employment services (job-matching, job-search training, and intensive assistance) were 
contracted out by tender processes to private or community organizations. The 
intentions of the reforms were to stimulate competition between training providers and 
to make training demand-driven instead of supply-driven. Job seekers are allowed to 
choose freely among the contracted suppliers and the money follows the client and not 
the supplier. 
Evaluation research reached positive conclusions about the various subparts of services 
supplied. Early evaluations at the end of the nineties point to benefits for both the 
jobseekers and the government in comparison with the previous ‘Job Clubs’ with 
similar services. The costs were less and the voucher system was also more effective. 
For instance, 31.7 per cent of Job Club participants needed further assistance three 
months after leaving the program, whereas those assisted by the contracted out 
providers only needed further support in 4.7 per cent of all cases. 
A further supportive finding is the outcome of a nationwide jobseekers satisfaction 
survey that was carried out in 1999. More than 75 per cent percent of the interviewed 

                                                           
16 G. Kühnlein and B. Klein, Bildungsgutscheine: mehr Eigenverantwordtung, mehr Markt, mehr Effizienz? 
(Düsseldorf, H. Böckler-Stiftung, 2003). 
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jobseekers were satisfied about their providers and believed that their job prospects had 
improved as a result of their participation in the program.17  
 
As the US is the cradle of the voucher-idea as such, some attention also has to be paid to 
the experience with training vouchers in this country. However, the first federal labour 
market training voucher system was not introduced in the US before 1998, with the 
introduction of the Work Investment Act. The basis for this new act was an evaluation 
report in 1995 on the economic impacts of employment and training programs by the 
Chief Economist of the federal Department of Labor.18 This report analysed the supply 
side oriented job training program system introduced in the preceding Reagan-years, as 
laid down in the Job Training and Partnership Act 1982. For example, it turned out that 
Job Training and Partnership Act was unsuccessful in raising participant’s employment 
and earnings for disadvantaged out-of-school youth and that contextual training (where 
skills were taught in the context of a particular job) appeared to be more successful. In 
sum, so far there were successes and failures with training programs, but a ‘one-size-fit 
all’ approach seemed not to be available.  
The Work Investment Act implied some fundamental changes to the structure of the US 
job training system by: (1) reducing the ‘too many’ job training programs and lines of 
funding, (2) coordinating the employment services delivery system, (3) giving 
participants more flexibility over their type of training and training provider, and (4) 
requiring more accountability of service providers.19 As a consequence individual 
training accounts or training vouchers were introduced.  
Recent evaluation research on the impact of the Work Investment Act and in particular 
on the efficacy of the voucher system shows some critical results. There is evidence that 
the long term unemployed in particular encounter difficulties in dealing properly with 
the individual training accounts-system. This caused a substantial decrease of the 
demand for vouchers over time and also a substantial reduction of the supply of training 
courses for the long term unemployed.20  
 
The last country which will be dealt with is the Netherlands. In the past 15 years the 
Netherlands experimented with various types of voucher systems, such as the personal 
budget in case of a need for long term health care,21 a rucksack for pupils with certain 
handicaps in the field of education and a personal budget in the field of reintegration of 
disabled or handicapped workers. The Netherlands also has experience with vouchers in 
the case of active labour market policies, first of all in the form of subsidies for firms 
that hire previous long-term unemployed jobseekers. This concerns the so called 
Melkert-2 and VLW. 
                                                           
17 See footnote 4, Daniels and Trebilcock. 
18 Economist (Office of the Chief Economist), What's Working (and What's Not): A Summary of Research on 
the Economic Impacts of Employment and Training Programs (Washington DC, Department of Labor, 
January 1995). 
 
19 A.B. Krueger and C.E. Rouse, ‘Education and Labor Policy in the 1990s', in American Economic Policy in 
the 1990s', J.A. Frankel and P.R. Orszag (eds) (Cambridge, Massachusetts, MIT Press, 2002), p. 663–728. 
20 K.M. Shaw, S. Goldrick-Rab, C. Mazzeo and J.A. Jacobs, Putting Poor People to Work. How the Work-
First Idea Eroded College Access for the Poor (New York, Russell Sage Foundation, 2006). 
21 E de Gier, ‘Dependency and the Dutch Welfare State’, Paper presented at the International seminar on 
dependency and long term care (2006).  
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Melkert-2 concerned an annual employer subsidy of €8.168 (in 2000) after hiring a 
person on benefits who had been unemployed for one year. VLW was comparable to 
Melkert-2 and contained an employer subsidy of €2.042 per new hire. The objective of 
both voucher programs was to make low-productive job seekers more attractive to 
firms. An evaluation of Jongen et al. showed the incidence of a rather high dead weight 
effect (48 per cent in case of Melkert-2). All in all the voucher schemes implied a net 
loss for the government of € 41 million, but the results turned out much better ‘ex post’ 
after taking into account savings on transfers and additional receipts due to the rise in 
the tax base. Compared to other active labour market measures operated at the time, the 
two voucher programs were less expensive and also showed better results on private 
sector employment and production.22  
Also in the field of active labour market policy and social security, the Individual 
Reintegration Agreement was introduced in 2004. Although not a pure training voucher 
program because administrators and providers still have a strong influence on choice 
and the content of guidance, the individual reintegration agreement has many 
characteristics of training vouchers. The individual reintegration agreement offers 
beneficiaries with an unemployment or disability benefit the possibility to buy their own 
reintegration guidance up to a maximum of €5000 (without VAT) with private 
providers which were selected ‘ex ante’ by the social security administration. Providers 
are paid in two parts, based on the principle of ´no cure, less pay´. The first 50 per cent 
is paid to the provider after the guidance begins and the second 50 per cent after 
successful reintegration of the client. The intention of this voucher program is to enlarge 
choices on behalf of clients and at the same time to stimulate tailor-made guidance by 
the providers. 
Evaluation research shows that the individual reintegration agreement is very popular 
among jobseekers with an unemployment benefit. Half of the reintegration plans made 
by the providers also contain training measures, mainly job application training and 
network training. There is evidence that in the case of individual reintegration 
agreements, and compared to the more regular reintegration guidance from providers, 
the individual reintegration agreement stimulates the provider to pay more attention to 
the client and his or her needs.  
At the moment there are about 40,000 individual reintegration agreements and the 
individual reintegration agreement is more effective with respect to reintegration than 
the more regular guidance. Around one fifth of all vouchers resulted in reintegration on 
the labour market between January 2005 and July 2005. The score is 1.2 to 1.8 better for 
the disabled workers than in case of the regular non voucher guidance, and 1.1 to 1.4 
better for the unemployed job seekers.23  
 
24.4 Conclusions 
 

                                                           
22 E.L.W. Jongen, E. van Gameren and J.J. Graafland, The impact of active labour market policies: An AGE 
analysis for The Netherlands (The Hague, CPB, Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis, June 
2000). 
23 K. Visscher, M. van den Hauten and L. Aarts, Derde voortgangsrapportage individual reintegration 
agreement (Den Haag, APE, october 2006). 
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From the overview of the various practical voucher experiences in five different 
countries the following conclusions can be drawn. 
Various countries have implemented a voucher system as an instrument of active labour 
market policy over the last decade. There is evidence that this has been carried out with 
mixed success. Contrary to the purposes of voucher programs, these programs did not 
prevent in all cases important failures and pitfalls of social policy, such as dead weight, 
cream skimming and information asymmetry among recipients. Indeed in Belgium dead 
weight was preponderant. In Germany on the other hand, it was not so much dead 
weight which occurred as a problem, but feelings of uncertainty among training 
providers during the transition period from the former to the new voucher system, non-
take up by job seekers and information asymmetry in case of the low-skilled. The 
experiences in Australia proved to be more positive. Not only did costs diminish, but 
the voucher system was more effective and jobseekers were satisfied, both about the 
providers and about increased job prospects because of the voucher program. The 
individual training accounts-system in the US seems to experience the same problems 
as the German voucher system. That is information asymmetry and a too limited take up 
rate of training provisions by the long term unemployed. Finally, the Netherlands has 
some positive experiences, although the individual reintegration agreement only 
partially operates as a training voucher system where it offers jobseekers more freedom 
of choice in institutional guidance and job placement.  
Given the mixed results of the practical experiences with voucher systems in various 
countries it is not easy to conclude in a definite and undisputable way about its 
significance for active labour market policy for both individual employees and 
employers.  
In theory the instrument of training vouchers seems promising because it reinforces the 
position of the employee or unemployed worker as well as stimulating the competition 
between training providers on the supply side. But to become more effective, further 
elaboration and fine tuning of the instrument is required. The saw needs to be sharpened 
further, and perhaps, more sophisticated voucher programs have to be developed before 
being able to reach final conclusions about the efficiency, equity and political feasibility 
of demand tied voucher programs.24 A possible example of such a more sophisticated 
voucher program, based on extensive evaluation research, has been proposed by Daniels 
and Trebilcock (2005). It is further outlined in the box below. The question to be 
answered is whether such a program will be better able to prevent the incidence of the 
known tough pitfalls of training voucher systems (dead weight, cream skimming and 
information asymmetry in case of the low-skilled)? 
 
 

Daniels and Trebilcocks’ proposal for the most effective training voucher program 
consists of three subsequent stages: 
 

– The first stage includes a relatively low-cost voucher to be provided to all 
unemployed workers to meet all or most of the costs of job-placement services. 

                                                           
24 See in this respect also H. Bosselaar, De vraag als antwoord. Vraagsturing en sociaal beleid: voorwaarden 
en risico's (Den Haag, Reed Business Information, 2005). 
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– The second stage is a voucher for the longer term structurally unemployed. This 
needs to be a fixed value voucher and will be provided to all persons that remain 
unemployed after a certain period of job searching. The second stage voucher can 
be used alternatively for class room or on the job training or a combination of the 
two. 

– The third and last stage of the voucher program is limited to the structurally 
unemployed due to illiteracy, or for those people who prefer or need to take a large 
investment in human capital. The sort of training in this case is long-term remedial 
training. 

 
A further condition for a successful training voucher system is a substantially increased 
role for the government in the second (distributing the vouchers and collecting and 
disseminating of information to participants) and third stage (for instance active 
involvement in the job seeking process). 
 
Source: Daniels and Trebilcock, 2005, p. 197–220. 
 





 


