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This article provides an analysis of laws across all 193 United 
Nations countries that protect workers from discrimination in 
access to employer-provided training. We assessed the over-
all level of protection and the characteristics most commonly 
protected, as well as the extent of variation across geographic 
regions and country income. Overall, 60% of countries were 
found to offer specific protections from discrimination in 
access to training for at least one of the seven protected char-
acteristics, which was significantly less than the percentage 
of countries offering protections from discriminatory hiring or 
terminations. Gender was the most commonly protected char-
acteristic, whereas sexual orientation was least commonly 
protected. These findings suggest that employer-provided 
training is less well-protected from discrimination when com-
pared with other aspects of employment and that there is vari-
ation in protection across socio-demographic characteristics 
and geographic regions. Additional legislation may be needed 
to ensure equitable access to training for all workers.

Introduction
Job-related training has well-documented benefits from the perspective of employees, 
including increased wages, skills and opportunities for career advancement (Bishop, 
1996; Knoke & Kalleberg, 1994; Konings & Vanormelingen, 2015; Parent, 1999). Training 
is also beneficial for employers, due to the increased productivity of employees and 
enhanced competitiveness of the firm (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009; Bartel, 2000; Cooke 
et al., 2011). Research also suggests broad societal benefits from training, including 
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increased flexibility, improved opportunities for social mobility and inclusion and eco-
nomic growth (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009; ILO, 2010; Nilsson, 2010).

Employers play an instrumental role in providing training for workers across low-, 
middle- and high-income countries. Survey data indicate that a high percentage of 
employers from 28 European countries provided job-related training in 2015, such as 
Germany, approximately 77% of employers with 10 or more employees provided some 
type of continuing vocational training to their employees (Eurostat, 2019). Although data 
on other regions are scarce, national surveys of employers in Latin America and East 
Asia suggest that there are examples of countries with high levels of employer-provided 
training in both regions, especially for specific sectors such as manufacturing (González-
Velosa et al., 2016). In regions with lower levels of training, such as South Asia (Riboud 
& Tan, 2009), efforts are currently underway to increase opportunities for work-based 
training. For example, a recent International Labour Organization (ILO) report states that 
the national government of Ethiopia is aiming to increase the number of workplaces with 
accreditation for cooperative training from 55,000 in 2015 to 100,000 in 2020 (ILO, 2017).

However, although there is a high level of interest in employer-provided training 
across contexts, access to training often varies, which may present barriers to advance-
ment for workers from groups known to be vulnerable to discrimination. In this study, 
we argue that global inequalities in access to employer-provided training have created 
the need for legislative protections from discrimination in access to training. In addi-
tion, the need for legislative protections for training has been noted in international 
conventions such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women and the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination. The following section reviews the existing literature on differ-
ences in access to training, as well as the effectiveness of current laws and policies in 
preventing or mitigating the effects of discrimination.

Socio-demographic differences in access to employer-provided 
training

Despite the extensive benefits of training, there is substantial empirical evidence of differ-
ences in access to employer-provided training and advancement opportunities by gen-
der (Evertsson, 2004; Knoke & Ishio, 1998; Olsen & Sexton, 1996), age (Jeske et al., 2017; 
Newton, 2006), race and ethnicity (Tomaskovic-Devey, 1993), class (O’Connell & Jungblut, 
2008), disability status (Hernandez et al., 2000; Schur et al., 2009), religion (Kottis & Dur, 
2016) and sexual orientation (Tejeda, 2006). These disparities have been documented in 
a wide range of settings, including West Africa (Nordman & Pasquier-Doumer, 2014), 
Eastern Europe (Csoba & Nagy, 2012) and the Caribbean (Jayasinghe, 2001). Research has 
demonstrated that discrimination is often an underlying cause of these types of differences 
in access to training. In some cases, discriminatory practices can be traced to employ-
ers’ attitudes toward workers, as documented through employer surveys (for example, 
see Poulston & Jenkins, 2016; Quintrell & Maguire, 2000). Evidence of discrimination in 
access to employer-provided training has also been captured through reviews of lawsuits 
and audit studies (Darity & Mason, 1998), experimental studies (Carlsson & Rooth, 2007), 
panel studies using matched employer-employee data (Jones & Simon, 2005), interviews 
with workers (Maya Dhungana, 2006) and case studies of firms (Castilla, 2008).

Gender inequality in employment, including access to training, has been documented 
across low-, middle- and high-income countries (Dieckhoff & Steiber, 2011; Evertsson, 
2004), and remains after controlling for educational and occupational variables (Aisa 
et al., 2016; Evertsson, 2004). Using data from 23 European countries, for example, 
Dieckhoff and Steiber (2011) found that male employees received training more fre-
quently than their female counterparts. Research suggests that gender inequality in 
training is likely, at least partly, due to employers’ discriminatory practices.

There is also a consistent evidence of differential access to training by age. Research 
suggests that older workers may have less access to training than younger work-
ers (Bassanini et al., 2005; Taylor & Urwin, 2001), for several potential reasons. First, 
employers may assume that older workers have fewer years left in the workforce 
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compared to younger workers, diminishing the return on investment to pay for train-
ing. Second, employers may assume that the opportunity cost of an older worker’s 
time is likely to be higher than that of a younger worker (Taylor & Urwin, 2001). 
Employers may also offer fewer opportunities for training to older workers due to 
prevailing stereotypes that they are less able to understand the complicated concepts 
and ideas or adapt to technological change and that they experience more difficulties 
in learning new information than younger workers (Newton, 2006).

In addition to differences by gender and age, a significant body of literature docu-
ments racial and ethnic differences in access to employer-provided training. A review 
of the literature on racial and ethnic identity and workplace learning in the United 
States, for example, revealed a variety of structural barriers that keep African-American 
workers from accessing employer-provided training, including being explicitly denied 
training and being discouraged from seeking out opportunities for promotion (Brooks 
& Clunis, 2007). In addition to racial discrimination, studies have also documented 
discrimination in access to employer-provided training on the basis of ethnic origin 
and nationality in countries including Ireland, New Zealand and Switzerland (Barrett 
et al., 2013; Gibson & Watane, 2001; Imdorf, 2007).

Existing studies also suggest that there are differences in access to training by social 
class, which is related to social markers such as level of education, socioeconomic sta-
tus and social origin. Those with higher levels of skill or educational attainment are 
more likely to participate in all types of job-related training, including employer-pro-
vided training (O’Connell & Jungblut, 2008). One study of 6600 Canadian workplaces 
by Cooke et al. (2011), for example, found that workers who had a high school diploma 
or higher were 38% more likely to participate in training than workers who did not 
have a high school diploma – a trend that has remained relatively stable over the past 
several decades (Stern et al., 2004). Similar differences in training by social class can be 
found in many countries (Asplund, 2004; Lynch, 1992; OECD, 2006).

Evidence suggests that workers with disabilities may also have less access to train-
ing than other workers, both in the United States and internationally. According to a 
study of 30,000 workers in the United States, employees with disabilities often receive 
lower levels of not only employer-provided training, but also informal training from 
co-workers, when compared with workers who did not have disabilities (Schur et al., 
2009). These lower levels of training may be at least partially attributed to some of the 
challenges that workers with disabilities commonly face in the workplace, including 
the visibility of the disability, discrimination, lack of knowledge by employers and 
stigma associated with the condition. (Lindsay et al., 2018). Previous studies have 
also documented differences in access to training by religion. A study of over 11,000 
Christian and Muslim workers in the United Kingdom found that Muslims were sig-
nificantly less likely to participate in employer-provided training than Christian work-
ers. In addition, the training that Muslim workers did receive was of a lesser duration 
(Kottis & Dur, 2016). These differences in training, taken together with substantial evi-
dence of religious discrimination in hiring (King & Ahmad, 2010) and in the workplace 
environment (Ghumman et al., 2013), suggest that there is a need for additional leg-
islation to ensure equitable access to opportunities for promotion and advancement.

Finally, there is a growing body of literature on discrimination in the workplace based 
on sexual orientation. Tejeda’s (2006) study of gay male workers in the United States, 
for example, found that workers who disclosed their sexual orientation to a supervisor 
reported significantly more hostile work environments and significantly lower perceived 
promotion opportunities. Perceived workplace discrimination has also been found to 
reduce the odds of obtaining a mentor for gay and lesbian workers in the United States 
(Church, 2012), thus limiting workers’ opportunities for advancement in the workplace.

Role of laws and policies in preventing or mitigating the effects of 
discrimination

As research studies continue to document widespread discrimination in access to 
employer-provided training and advancement opportunities, the need for laws and 
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policies to counteract the effects of such discrimination has become increasingly appar-
ent. In response, a number of countries have begun to enact legislation that prohibits 
discrimination in the workplace on the basis of a wide range of protected characteris-
tics; however, workers from different socio-demographic groups differ in the extent to 
which they are explicitly covered by these laws (Chopin & Germaine, 2016).

Anti-discrimination legislation is critical, for while private employers may create 
anti-discrimination policies independently (Agócs & Burr, 1996), national laws may be 
more effective in extending protections to all sectors and to all workers. One cross-coun-
try study of 58 low- and middle-income countries found a statistically significant, pos-
itive relationship between laws that prohibited discrimination in hiring by gender and 
the percentage of female full-time workers at a stratified random sample of private 
firms (Amin & Islam, 2015). Likewise, a study of panel data from approximately 100 
countries by Gonzales et al. (2015) found that the existence of fewer discriminatory laws 
toward women was associated with higher rates of female labor market participation. 
Studies on the effectiveness of anti-discrimination legislation in particular countries 
have documented the impact of this legislation in combating discrimination based on 
race/ethnicity in the United States (Donohue & Heckman, 1991), disability in the United 
Kingdom and the United States (Bruyere et al., 2004) and race in Canada and South 
Africa (Thomas & Jain, 2004). It should be noted that previous studies have generally 
focused on the effectiveness of anti-discrimination legislation related to employment 
opportunities and wages. A small number of studies, however, have begun to docu-
ment the effectiveness of anti-discrimination legislation in improving access to training.

In addition to recent research, attention from intergovernmental and civil society 
organizations has also brought increased recognition of the importance of legislation 
in creating more equitable access to training. For example, in 2004, the ILO adopted 
Human Resources Development Recommendation 195 (R195), a new set of guidelines 
for United Nations (U.N.) countries regarding the development of training systems and 
policies. Although ILO Recommendations are not binding sources of law, they are con-
sidered to be ‘international labor standards,’ which ILO member states must submit to 
their national legislature or other ‘competent authority’ within 18 months, with the goal 
of translating the Recommendation into national legislation. R195 called on governments 
and employers to ‘promote access to education, training and lifelong learning for peo-
ple with nationally identified special needs, such as youth, low-skilled people, people 
with disabilities, migrants, older workers, indigenous people, ethnic minority groups 
and the socially excluded; and for workers in small and medium-sized enterprises, in 
the informal economy, in the rural sector and in self-employment’ (ILO, 2004, p. 3). This 
Recommendation reiterated the importance of training from earlier standards, includ-
ing the Human Resources Development Convention 142 (1975) and the Employment 
Policy (Supplementary Provisions) Recommendation 169 (1984), and extended them 
by explicitly connecting vocational training with social and economic development. 
In addition, it provided more detailed, strongly worded Recommendations regarding 
the types of measures that countries should adopt in order to reduce discrimination in 
access to lifelong training and opportunities for professional advancement.

To date, 127 countries have submitted ILO Recommendation 195 to their national 
governments, a process designed to spur new legislation or other national action to put 
the Recommendation into effect. However, there have been few systematic attempts 
to determine whether countries have in fact enacted national laws explicitly aimed 
at reducing discrimination in access to employer-related job training, in reflection of 
their expressed commitment to the principles of the Recommendation. This informa-
tion is critical in order to understand the role that international standards such as these 
can play in encouraging countries to take steps to address employment disparities.

This article provides the first detailed comparative analysis of laws related to pro-
tection from discrimination in access to employer-provided training across 193 U.N. 
countries. Existing comparative data on laws and policies to reduce discrimination 
in access to training across regions and income levels are limited and generally focus 
on a small subset of countries (for example, see Fredman, 2012). Second, it explores 
differences across gender, age, race/ethnicity, disability status, social class, religion 
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and sexual orientation to identify whether some workers are better protected from 
discrimination in access to employer-provided training than others. It is important 
to note, however, that countries around the world offer legislative protections from 
discrimination for various other characteristics, and that the seven characteristics 
included in this study were selected based on the high volume of existing literature 
on the differences in access to training for these characteristics. Finally, it examines 
whether protections vary by region or country income level and whether countries 
that have made international commitments to equality in access to job training have 
followed through this commitment. This analysis is critical for identifying in which 
settings strong policy protections have been feasible and where there are gaps that 
may need to be addressed to ensure that all workers have access to employer-provided 
training.

Methods
Data source

Data for this study were drawn from an original database of indicators around legis-
lative protections from workplace discrimination in all 193 U.N. member countries. To 
create this database, our multilingual research team systematically consulted national 
legislation related to labor and employment; conditions of employment; employ-
ment policy, security and termination; and equality of opportunity and treatment in 
the workplace. Additionally, we considered general anti-discrimination measures, as 
well as legislation addressing specific protected characteristics such as gender, race/
ethnicity, age and disability. All legislation was accessed through the ILO’s NATLEX 
database, World Bank’s Women, Business, and the Law project or via targeted Google 
searches.

Each country was assigned to two research analysts, who independently compiled 
and read legislation for language addressing equality of access to or opportunity in 
employer-provided training. Terms that were considered relevant include ‘training,’ 
‘vocational training,’ ‘professional training,’ ‘professional development,’ ‘technical 
training’ and ‘retraining.’ Analyst pairs assigned to each country are systematically 
coded the legal protections from discrimination in access to employer-provided train-
ing using legislation in its original language or official translations to English, Spanish 
or French where available. Each pair met to compare coding. In instances where dif-
ferences could not be resolved, the question was brought to the full research team, 
and final coding decisions were made through consensus. The final database reflects 
legislation up to date as of August 2016.

Protected characteristics

To determine the bases on which discrimination was prohibited, analysts systemati-
cally captured terms related to seven specific characteristics: gender, race and ethnicity, 
religion, sexual orientation, age, social class and physical, mental, or general disability. 
Protections from discrimination were considered to pertain to gender when the terms 
‘sex,’ ‘gender,’ ‘female’ or ‘women’ were used, as well as when anti-discrimination 
measures were outlined in gender-specific legislation. For race and ethnicity, relevant 
terms included ‘race’ or ‘ethnicity,’ ‘color’ or ‘skin color,’ ‘ethnic origin,’ ‘clan’ or ‘tribe,’ 
‘indigenous,’ ‘aboriginal’ or ‘minority ethnic group.’ Age was considered a protected 
characteristic when either the specific term ‘age’ or ‘age group’ was used. For social 
class, we considered the following terms relevant: ‘social origin,’ ‘social class,’ ‘social 
background’ or ‘social extraction;’ ‘social or economic condition,’ ‘standing’ or ‘status;’ 
‘economic situation;’ ‘financial position,’ ‘standing’ or ‘status;’ ‘property,’ ‘property 
status’ or ‘property ownership;’ ‘station of life,’ ‘personal status’ or ‘public status;’ 
education or ‘school attended;’ ‘caste;’ and ‘wealth.’ Protections were considered to 
pertain to disability status when the terms ‘disability;’ ‘physical disability,’ ‘physical 
handicap,’ ‘physical impairment’ or ‘physical condition;’ or ‘mental disability,’ ‘men-
tal handicap,’ ‘mental impairment,’ ‘mental disorders’ or ‘mental status’ were used, 
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as well as when anti-discrimination measures were contained in legislation specifi-
cally addressing the rights of persons with disabilities. For religion, relevant terms 
included ‘religion,’ ‘creed,’ ‘religious belief,’ ‘religious opinion,’ ‘religious adherence’ 
or ‘religious community.’ Protections from discrimination were considered to pertain 
to sexual orientation when the terms ‘sexual orientation,’ ‘sexual preference’ or ‘homo-
sexuality’ were used.

Variable creation

Utilizing this database, we created variables for protection from discrimination 
in access to employer-provided training across each of the seven protected socio- 
demographic characteristics examined in this paper: gender, race or ethnicity, reli-
gion, sexual orientation, age, social class and disability. A gradated valuation was 
then assigned to these variables in order of increasing protectiveness. The least pro-
tective end of the gradient represented the absence of any prohibition of discrimina-
tion in employer-provided training for the characteristic of interest (shown in red on 
maps in Figures 2 and 3). Next, the presence of specific protections from discrimina-
tory access to training without mention of the worker group of interest was coded 
as a ‘general’ protection (shown in yellow on maps). Although these types of pro-
visions were considered as less protective than those that extended protections to 
a specific group, they may be sufficient to provide workers with a legal basis for 
an anti-discrimination claim and were thus noted. Finally, provisions that explicitly 
protect the worker group of interest from discrimination in access to training were 
considered the strongest level of protection (shown in green on maps). This included 
legal documents that broadly protect workers from discrimination based on the spe-
cific characteristic and then separately prohibits discrimination in accessing training. 
For example, Article 17 of Argentina’s Law of Employment Contracts (Ley de Contrato 
de Trabajo, amended to 2016) states, ‘This law prohibits any type of discrimination 
among workers on the basis of sex, race, nationality, religious, political, trade union 
or age,’ and Chapter VIII of the same law later specifies that, ‘Vocational training and 
on-the-job training, under equal conditions of access and treatment will be a funda-
mental right for all workers.’

To compare the prevalence of protections related to access to training with other 
aspects of employment, similar variables were constructed to assess the level of pro-
tection from discrimination during hiring and terminations. Protection from dis-
crimination during hiring included references to hiring and access to employment. 
Protection from discrimination in terminations included legislative protections from 
discriminatory firing or unjustified termination of a job contract.

Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to examine the presence and relative strength of 
protections from discriminatory practices surrounding employer-provided training 
across countries. We tabulated the frequency of protections for each of the seven socio- 
demographic groups by countries’ income level and geographic region, as classified 
by the World Bank (World Bank, 2016). We also assessed the level of protection for 
training compared with two other aspects of employment: hiring and termination. In 
order to determine whether the frequency of protections from discrimination in access 
to training differed significantly from those for hiring and termination, we conducted 
McNemar chi-squared tests. McNemar chi-squared tests were also used to examine 
the distribution of countries with and without protections from discrimination in 
access to training by whether countries submitted R195 to their governments. Finally, 
we used geographic information systems (GIS) mapping to compare the strength of 
protection for each worker population of interest globally, highlighting differences in 
the level of protection afforded to each group and across regions. All analyses were 
conducted using StataMP 14.2 (StataCorp, College Station and TX), with tables and 
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figures produced in Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Corporation, Alberquerque and NM) 
and ArcGIS 10.5 (Esri, Redlands and CA).

Results
In total, 60% of the 193 countries analyzed were found to either prohibit discrimina-
tion in access to employer-provided training for all employees, or to prohibit discrim-
ination on the basis of at least one of the seven protected characteristics examined: 
gender, race/ethnicity, age, class, disability, religion and sexual orientation. Only 12% 
of countries extended explicit protections from discrimination in access to job train-
ing for all seven characteristics. Countries that did extend protections for job training 
across all seven characteristics were distributed across income levels (1 low-income, 
12 middle-income and 10 high-income) and regions (1 in the Americas, 2 in East Asia 
and Pacific, 3 in Sub-Saharan Africa and 17 in Europe and Central Asia). Compared 
to protections from discrimination in hiring or termination, access to employer- 
provided training was consistently less common across each of the seven characteris-
tics we examined (see Table 1). These differences were statistically significant (p < 0.05), 
with the exception of the difference in protection for training and termination on the 
basis of age, which was not statistically significant.

Countries with employer-provided training policies in place protected against gen-
der-based discrimination most frequently (52%), followed by protections on the basis 
of disability (44%), race or ethnicity (38%) and religion (37%). Less than a one-third of 
countries had specific protections from discrimination in access to training on the basis 
of age; less than one-quarter had specific training protections in place on the basis of 
social class (24%) or sexual orientation (22%).

Disparities in training protection coverage were also observed across countries’ 
income levels and geographic regions (see Figure 1). Across six of the seven character-
istics we examined (gender, race/ethnicity, age, disability, religion and sexual orien-
tation), high-income countries offered specific protections for access to training most 
frequently, with lower levels of protection in low- and middle-income countries. For 
example, 72% of high-income countries explicitly prohibit gender discrimination in 
access to vocational training, but only 45% of middle-income countries and 42% of 
low-income countries do so. In contrast, legal protections on the basis of social class 
were more common in low- and middle-income countries (26% and 27%, respectively) 
than in high-income countries (19%). Whereas 65% of high-income countries and 45% 
of low-income countries prohibit discrimination in vocational training based on dis-
ability, only 31% do so among middle-income countries.

Explicit protections from discrimination in access to employer-provided training 
were found in every region (as shown in the maps in Figures 2 and 3, which illus-
trate regional differences in protections for two of the seven characteristics—disabil-
ity status and race/ethnicity). Europe and Central Asia had the highest proportion of 
countries with specific protections for employee training across all seven protected 
characteristics: gender (83%), disability, (65%), race/ethnicity and sexual orientation 
(62%), religion (60%), age (58%) and class (35%). Notably, sub-Saharan African coun-
tries had the second highest collective prevalence of vocational training protections 
across five of the seven characteristics (gender, race/ethnicity, class, disability and reli-
gion). In the Americas, legislation most commonly prohibited discrimination on the 
basis of gender and disability (37%), whereas less than one-third of countries included 
protections on the basis of race (29%) or religion (26%), about one-quarter prohib-
ited discrimination on the basis of age (26%), 11% prohibited discrimination on the 
basis of social class and only 6% of countries prohibited discrimination on the basis 
of sexual orientation. East Asian and Pacific countries followed a similar pattern, with 
worker protections on the basis of gender (40%) more than twice as common as those 
for age and social class (17%). In South Asia, sexual orientation was the least protected 
worker characteristic (no countries with protections), followed in increasing protec-
tiveness by age and disability, race class and religion and finally gender. In the Middle 
East and Northern Africa, sexual orientation and social class were the least protected 
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Figure 1: Percentage of countries with specific protections against discrimination in access to 
employer-provided training, by income level. 

Figure 3: Are there specific guarantees for equal access to employer-provided training on the 
basis of disability? 

Figure 2: Are there specific guarantees for equal access to employer-provided training on the 
basis of race/ethnicity? 
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characteristics, followed by age, disability, religion, race/ethnicity and gender. There 
were no major differences in protection found between common law countries (such 
as the United Kingdom) and civil law countries (such as France or Spain).

Countries that submitted ILO R195 to their governments were significantly more 
likely to have explicit protections from discrimination in access to training for all of 
the seven protected characteristics than those that did not (p  <  0.05). For example, 
60% of the 131 submitter countries protect from gender discrimination in vocational 
training compared to only 36% of the 62 non-submitter countries. However, the overall 
percentage of R195 submitter countries that have enacted anti-discrimination legisla-
tion covering all seven characteristics remains low and similar to non-submitters at 
12% and 11%, respectively. Therefore, although the Recommendation appears to have 
made a difference, gaps in legislative protections remain for both countries that sub-
mitted and did not submit R195 to their governments.

Discussion and conclusion
This study contributes to the existing international scholarship on employer-provided 
training by providing the first comparative analysis of legislative protections from 
discrimination in access to training across 193 U.N. member countries. Despite the 
benefits of employer-provided training to both workers and employers, two in five 
countries fail to prohibit discrimination in access to training for at least one of the 
seven categories we examined in this study. Although a majority of countries address 
non-discrimination in entering a job, failing to ensure equal access to training oppor-
tunities limits workers’ opportunities for future career advancement, including pro-
motions and wage increases.

Protections vary greatly by socio-demographic characteristic. Whereas more than 
half of the countries included in our analysis explicitly protect from discrimination 
based on gender in job training, fewer countries protect on the basis of disability, reli-
gion, race/ethnicity and age, and less a quarter do so based on social class or sex-
ual orientation. This difference in level of protections may reflect the effectiveness of 
women’s rights movements in advocating for equal rights in the workplace. However, 
research also clearly documents the barriers other groups face in access to employ-
er-provided training (Evertsson, 2004; Jeske et al., 2017; Newton, 2006). Policymakers 
should be mindful of ensuring protections extend to all workers that face marginal-
ization and exclusion in advancing their careers. Moreover, even in the case of gender, 
protections against discrimination in access to training were significantly less common 
than those for hiring and termination.

In addition, although explicit protections tend to be more common in high-income 
countries and those in Europe and Central Asia, countries with specific protections 
across all seven socio-demographic characteristics can be found across regions and 
income levels. Although more research is needed, the differences in protections for 
training by country income level could be due to the high number of workplaces in 
those countries that offer training (OECD, 2013). Existing theoretical and empirical 
literature has identified several factors to explain inter-country differences in training, 
including: the supply of high-skill jobs, the overall educational attainment and educa-
tion stratification at the country level, and institutional factors such as the influence of 
unions, wage agreements and employment protection legislation (Vogtenhuber, 2015). 
It may be that legislation to protect workers from discrimination in access to training 
is particularly common in high-income countries, where there are high rates of train-
ing, and inequality in access to training is widely recognized. Indeed, as an ILO report 
stated, for many countries in the European Union such as Scandinavian countries, 
Germany and the United Kingdom, ‘training remains the most popular policy option 
to counter [occupational] segregation’ (Bettio et al., 2009).

Alternatively, differences in levels of protection for training could be due to dif-
ferences in countries’ abilities to implement legislation protections for training. More 
specifically, the ability to successfully implement policies has been attributed to: the 
managerial and political skills of key political actors, critical mass of organizations 



﻿﻿© 2019 Brian Towers (BR   ITOW) and John Wiley     & Sons Lt
Legislative protection from discrimination in access to employer-provided training    11

supporting the policy and stability in political conditions (Cerna, 2013). In order to 
ascertain the reasons behind the differences in protection for training by country 
income level, future studies might wish to consider examining the roles of union 
membership, political leadership and prevalence of employer-provided training. In 
addition, future research might explore reasons for regional differences in protec-
tions for training, which could be related to differences in political and economic his-
tories (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2013). Given the importance of training for mobility, 
understanding the reasons behind differences in protections across income levels and 
regions will be an important area for future research to explore.

These protections can help to prevent the consequences of discrimination, which 
include worsened employment and wage outcomes for workers, reduced competitive-
ness of firms and less economic development and output for countries. International 
commitments to non-discrimination in job training are not enough to ensure that 
employees have explicit protections. Although countries that submitted R195 to their 
governments were more likely than non-submitters to have explicit protections from 
discrimination in access to training, overall, very few countries provided explicit 
protections for all seven socio-demographic characteristics, regardless of whether 
they submitted R195. These findings highlight an example of existing gaps between 
international commitments and legislative protections at the national level. They also 
demonstrate how comparative policy analysis may be one approach to increasing the 
accountability of policymakers, as well as providing examples of approaches that have 
been feasible in other similar countries.

This study focuses on explicit protections from discrimination in access to train-
ing opportunities. Explicit protections–meaning legislation protections that name the 
socio-demographic characteristic of interest as well as access to training–are consid-
ered the strongest level of protection from discrimination. In some countries, broad 
protections from discrimination at work may have been interpreted to include voca-
tional training through regulations. These protections, however, may not be as strong 
as legislative protections that specify training and explicitly name groups of workers 
who may not be discriminated against. Interpretations are more likely to change with 
government administrations or during economic or social shifts than are laws (Botero 
et al., 2004). Another way by which to categorize legislation is to assess differences 
between countries based on their legal system (in other words, whether common law 
countries such as the United Kingdom and the United States differed from civil law 
countries such as France or Italy). This study did not uncover major differences in pro-
tection for countries with differing legal systems; however, this is an area that could be 
explored further in future studies.

Finally, although this study provides an overview of legal protections against dis-
crimination in access to employer-provided training, it does not address the presence 
or nature of enforcement mechanisms used to implement these protections. In the 
absence of strong enforcement mechanisms, anti-discrimination provisions may not 
be effective in protecting workers from discrimination in access to training. Previous 
studies have documented the many difficulties that workers–particularly workers 
from disadvantaged groups–continue to face in seeking to challenge discriminatory 
practices in the workplace, even in countries with legal protections against discrimina-
tion. In addition, in parts of the world where there are limited employment opportuni-
ties, workers may be reluctant to come forward at all, for fear of antagonizing existing 
or prospective employees. In order to ensure effective enforcement of anti-discrimina-
tion legislation, countries need to invest in a range of strategies including: the creation 
of an enforcement body to take on active investigation of employment discrimination, 
the widespread provision of educational and technical services, access to legal ser-
vices, and the regular monitoring of workplaces (Goss et al., 2000).

In this paper, we argue that developing anti-discrimination legislation is a crucial 
first step toward reducing discrimination, both because of its instrumental value and 
because it helps to shape group norms (Martinsson, 2011). However, legislation alone 
is not sufficient. In order for large-scale change, enforcement must be prioritized and 
funded. In addition, enforcement efforts must extend to low- and middle-income 
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workers, as well as high-income workers. Future studies should delve more deeply 
into the legal provisions that support full implementation of non-discrimination in 
access to training. In addition, although this study provides large-scale comparative 
policy data on legislative protections from discrimination from training, more research 
will be needed to link these policies to outcomes, in order to assess where policies 
are effective at improving employment and wage outcomes, and where policies may 
need to be strengthened or changed. In particular, comparative research that connects 
large-scale policy data with individual- and household-level data will be critical for 
developing new knowledge on how policies function in various contexts.

Considering the importance of training as a tool not only for poverty alleviation 
and social inclusion but also for economic growth, it is critical that researchers, poli-
cymakers and employers work together to promote more equitable access to training. 
Although private employers may choose to implement anti-discrimination policies at 
individual workplaces, national laws are essential to ensure protections are extended 
to all sectors, and to all workers.
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