Learning for Sustainable Livelihoods:
Beyond SDG 8
A TESF Briefing Note

SDG 8 reads as follows:
Promote sustained, inclusive and
sustainable economic growth, full
and productive employment and
decent work for all.
Whether economic growth can be
sustainable is a matter of considerable
controversy. Leaving that debate aside,
there is language in the resulting
targets about the need for sustained
growth above 7% in less developed
economies, accelerated productivity and
the formalisation of the informal
economy, that is consistent with
previous visions of development that
were sustainability-free. Other elements
of SDG 8 do talk more to the emerging
TESF vision. The notion of decent work,
in particular, is crucial for it points
towards an expansive vision of human
development and not just economic
growth.
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Here, we will focus on how learning for
all, but especially marginalised groups,
can be transformed to support decent,
sustainable livelihoods as part of just
transitions. In TESF, we stress the agency
of communities and individuals whilst
noting the effects that structure has on
their lives. At the heart of our emergent
account of skills for sustainable
livelihoods, therefore, is a commitment
to practices and policies that respect the
voices of those who are typically most
readily silenced in conventional skills
debates (Powell and McGrath, 2019).
Some contemporary debates about
skills and sustainable development
relate to sub-goal 4.7 and are covered
in another briefing paper. Here our
attention is on preparation for decent,
sustainable work. This requires us to
start from the acknowledgement that
such preparation has been grounded
historically in unsustainable approaches
to production (McGrath, 2012). Indeed,
the dominant account of skills emerged

in support of carbon capitalism, and
most of its current internal
transformative focus is on responding
to the “Fourth Industrial Revolution”.
TESF stresses that any sustainable future
must be just and so we must also
acknowledge the ways in which access
to skills has historically been unjust in
terms of race, gender, class, etc., often
experienced intersectionally. Crucially,
public skills provision has tended not to
reach the poorest of the poor and those
with disabilities, whilst gender parity at
programme and institutional level is
largely absent.
In what follows, we raise 10 questions
that may be of interest for research
under TESF. These are intended to start
a discussion about research priorities,
rather than limit it.
Formal employment is neither keeping
pace with youth population nor with
expansion of educational participation.
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Therefore, most youth will not find jobs
in the formal sector. This reality has led
to calls for entrepreneurship training to
foster self-employment and the
creation of micro / small enterprises.
Starting an enterprise is not necessarily
a guarantee of a secure or sustainable
livelihood. Therefore, entrepreneurship
education needs to be holistic,
considering the kinds of skills
demanded from youth with different
levels of education. Social policies and
supports are also critical to foster
inclusion, mitigate loss, and support
decent livelihoods. Programmes need
to provide marginalised youth with
technical and business skills as well as
social and financial skills. Furthermore, it
is important to consider what youth
value for their own wellbeing, with
attention to their social inclusion as well
as their economic outcomes (De
Jaeghere, 2017).
Question 1: how can we support youth
entrepreneurship (particularly for the
most marginalised) that focuses on social
and economic inclusion and sustainable
production?

Instead of assumptions about a simple,
single transition from formal education
to formal work or to sustainable
entrepreneurship, young people have
complex trajectories that take them in,
out of and across, multiple forms of
learning and working, often pursuing
several activities simultaneously.
Mapping and theorising these complex
journeys will advance our
understanding of how young people
actually learn as they search for
sustainable livelihoods.
Question 2: what might better mapping
of actual, complex youth transitions into
work tell us about how best to facilitate
smooth transitions to decent and
sustainable livelihoods?
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Our understandings of learning are also
too formalised. Young people learn
innovatively and eclectically. Even in
areas of limited connectivity, they use
platforms such as YouTube. We
understand such learning poorly. Whilst
there is danger in intervening in these
largely autonomous systems, it is worth
researching the possibilities for
strengthening such microlearning and
making it more sustainability-oriented.
Question 3: as youth learning takes
increasing advantage of new sources of
knowledge, how do we better support
their ability to access more sustainable
aspects of such learning, and to signal
and communicate what they know and
can do to potential employers and
customers?

There have been initiatives designed to
improve the sustainability credentials of
the informal sector. These have
consisted both of introducing new
trades, such as installation and
maintenance of photovoltaics, and
seeking to make existing trades greener,
for instance through improved waste
management processes. Here too, there
could be further research both
regarding the efficacy of current
practices and the potential for further
development of this set of practices.
Question 4: how do we support the
building of skills for sustainability within
the informal sector that is respectful of
the sector’s existing dynamics but also
promotes greater inclusion?

Although occupational and
environmental health standards exist
across national jurisdictions, the
adherence to these in most workplaces
internationally is poor. This is most
marked in informal sector settings and
where workers are informally employed
in sub-contracting chains from formal
employers. Existing research suggests

that the lack of compliance is not
reducible to lack of information or the
financial costs of personal protective
equipment but is often a matter of
workplace cultures.
Question 5: given the longstanding
challenges to occupational health and
safety present in much work in the South,
what can education and training do to
promote safe work?

The agricultural skills system has largely
developed outside the education
mainstream. Sustainable agriculture has
new opportunities provided by growing
urban middle-classes but also faces
severe environmental challenges and
land grabbing. It is important to
understand better the potential spaces
for small-scale commercial agriculture /
collectives to be able to produce
sustainably and generate decent
livelihoods. This leads to questions
about systems for generating and
disseminating the learning required to
maximise decent and sustainable
livelihoods. Crucially, this requires
engagement with indigenous
knowledge systems and a rebalancing
of the current gender bias towards
engaging with men rather than women.
Question 6: how can we best support
agricultural skills development that
promotes sustainability and that is
inclusive of all scales of agricultural
production?

A growing body of work talks about
skills ecosystems in which learning
occurs across firms, state agencies,
communities and individuals in specific
locations so as to drive regional
innovation systems (Kruss et al., 2015),
providing a clear connection to TESF’s
focus on SDG 11 about sustainable
cities. This approach is beginning to
spread to the South. In both urban and
rural settings there are little-understood
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networks of microenterprises and
household producers that are
potentially important sites of learning.
Better understanding such networks
would strengthen our theorisation of
actually-existing learning for sustainable
livelihoods. Moreover, by focusing our
gaze on the potential of these networks
to be drivers of decent work and
sustainability, more transformative
practices may be encouraged.

Some TESF countries have large formal
sectors and / or ambitious plans to
grow these and formalise the informal
sector. Therefore, we need to consider
how skills can help the formal economy
become greener (Rosenberg, Ramsarup
and Lotz-Sisitka, 2020). At the same
time, there are efforts across the South
to make formal learning providers
greener in terms of programmes,
curricula, facilities, etc.

Question 7: how sustainable and
inclusive are urban and rural skills
ecosystems and how can they be
enhanced?

Question 9: how can we build on existing
greening initiatives in formal learning
and work institutions to better support
the acquisition of green skills for
sustainable livelihoods?

In moving towards cleaner production,
we must remember that many millions
are faced with the decline of old, dirty
jobs, and are disadvantaged in the
acquisition of new, greener jobs by
multiple forms of marginalisation. There
is a pressing need, therefore, to develop
new accounts of how skills development
can be more transformative whilst
preventing further marginalisation and
immiseration of many of its current
participants. These must then inform
new practices and policies.
Question 8: what can be done within
learning systems to mitigate the negative
effects of the greening of work and build
towards just transitions for the most
marginalised?

A sustainability lens points us towards
the circular economy. Recently, there
has been an attempt to extend this
notion to the South but this remains
largely focused on recycling waste.
However, Southern informal sectors are
also sites of much existing repair
activity.
A learning perspective on this could
focus on what are the meaningful
livelihood opportunities in Southern
contexts arising from circular economy
notions, and what knowledge, skills and
networks are required to support these.
Question 10: what would Southern skills
systems for supporting a broader notion
of circular economies look like?
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