
 

 

Thin Markets – Executive Summary 
Improving workforce development opportunities in thin 
markets of the food, fibre and timber industries 



Thin Market Report – Executive Summary Page 1 
 

Introduction to the Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training 
Council 
 

Funded by the Western Australian Department of Training and Workforce Development 
(DTWD), the Food, Fibre & Timber Industries Training Council (FFTITC) has three core 
functions:  

· Providing forward looking advice to State and Commonwealth Governments on 
vocational training needs and priorities for public funding  

· Promoting vocational training to industry, including partnerships between industry and 
the training sector.  

· Supporting innovation and workforce development.  
 
The Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council services the following industry areas: 

· Furnishings (furniture manufacturing, glass processing, soft furnishings, blinds and 
awnings etc.) 

· Forest and Forest Products (including timber board manufacturing, timber truss and 
frame) 

· Textiles, Clothing, Footwear and Allied Services (clothing manufacture and design) 
· Animal Care and Management (veterinary nurses, animal attendants) 
· Horticulture, Conservation and Land Management  
· Rural Production (growing of food and food production) 
· Seafood, Food and Beverage Manufacturing  

 
As a not-for-profit incorporated body, the primary purpose of the Training Council is to provide 
advice to Government on behalf of industry, and ensure all nationally recognised training 
programs and packages reflect the current and future needs within the industries.  
 
The Training Council works with key industry organisations to identify current and future 
vocational education and training priorities. It undertakes extensive research into the skill and 
workforce development needs of industry and produces an Industry Workforce Development 
Plan for the industries mentioned above. 
 
The Training Council promotes industry take-up of training, including promoting new training 
initiatives from the Department. .It also ensures that the quality of this training remains at the 
highest level and advocates the benefits of participating in and supporting training. 
 
For further information on the Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council, please go 
to www.fftitrainingcouncil.com.au 
 
For further information on this report, please contact: Kay Gerard, Chief Executive Officer, 
Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council on Kay.gerard@fftitrainingcouncil.com.au  
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Executive Summary 
The Food Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council represents a diverse number of 
business operations and within these industries there are a number of smaller sectors that 
have low employment numbers yet require highly skilled workers, for example soft furnishings, 
sewing machine repair, floor coverings, canvas and sail making, shearing, dairy and seafood 
processing.  These markets are traditionally called ‘thin markets’.  

Thin markets in Vocational Education and Training (VET) have been defined as those in which 
the actual and potential number of learners may be too small to attract training providers 
(Ferrier et al, 2008)1.  Currently a number of food, fibre and timber Industry sectors are 
experiencing skill shortages in thin market areas and are finding it difficult to source training 
to meet workforce development needs. 

Thin markets are inherently difficult for training providers to service.  A survey conducted by 
the Training Council in 20122 found that over 60% of registered training organisations (RTOs) 
in the food, fibre and timber industries experienced difficulty in servicing thin markets.  The 
range of reasons provided by the RTOs included low and volatile student numbers, higher 
costs for the long travel distances for delivery to regional and remote areas and insufficient 
funding. 

Over the years, despite the efforts of the Training Council, industry peak bodies and registered 
training organisations, little headway has been made in finding sustainable solutions.  
Consequently the Food, Fibre and Timber Industries Training Council funded this project 
which aims: 

- To better understand the nature of VET thin markets; and  
- To propose innovative approaches by relevant stakeholders to enhance the provision 

of training in thin markets in Western Australia including within the Food, Fibre and 
Timber industry sectors. 

This project focused on VET thin markets in employment based training.  That is, specifically 
apprenticeships and traineeships as defined under Western Australian law3 and which receive 
funding from the Western Australian government under the Future Skills WA framework4.  
While the main focus of the report was on employment based training, the report will make 
references to institutional based training. 

  

                                                
1 Ferrier, F, Dumbrell, T & Burke, G 2008, Vocational education and training providers in competitive training markets, NCVER, 

Adelaide, viewed 01 Sep 2014, <http://www.ncver.edu.au/publications/2025.html>. 
2 Food Fibre Timber Industries Training Council 2012 Industry Workforce Development Plan consultation 
3 Vocational Education and Training Act 1996; Vocational Education and Training (General) Regulations 2009 
4 http://www.futureskillswa.wa.gov.au  
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Methodology 
The approach taken to this study consisted of: 

1. A literature review to identify similar research relating to thin markets 

2. A survey of businesses conducted by FFTITC as part of the Industry Workforce 
Development Plan Consultation5. 

3. Consultations with the Department of Training and Workforce Development, with relevant 
industry stakeholders; (including attendance at Industry advisory group meetings) and 
with specific Registered Training Organisations. 

4. Three Case studies were chosen to highlight unique combinations of market 
characteristics as well as different levels of complexity and stages of solution development 
and implementation. 

5. Analysis of training data from both the State Training Board and the Department of 
Training and Workforce Development to provide a general picture of VET Thin markets in 
both FFTITC industry areas and the Western Australian training market. 

6. Analysis of the policy framework for delivery and funding of VET across a number of 
Australian state jurisdictions to understand how the challenge of VET Thin markets is 
being addressed. See Appendix 3 for summaries of the VET funding frameworks for 
selected Australian states. 

Definition of VET thin markets 
One of the first critical steps is to improve the definition of a VET thin Market so stakeholders 
can more precisely focus subsequent investigations and solution-making.  This may be the 
underlying reason why the challenge of VET thin markets has not yet been met.  The definition 
used in this report is that VET thin markets are ‘…parts of the training market where there are 
few learners and/or VET providers’6.  Furthermore, different types of VET thin markets have 
been identified based on what their major limiting factor is7 i.e.: 

· Occupational VET thin markets – where few people are seeking training for a particular 
occupation 

· Industry VET thin markets –where few people are seeking training for employment in 
a particular industry; and  

· Geographic VET thin markets – where few people are seeking training in a particular 
geographic region e.g. rural and remote areas. 

  

                                                
5 Food Fibre Timber Industries Training Council 2012 Industry Workforce Development Plan consultation  
6 Ferrier et al 2008 p8 
7 Ibid p30 
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Each specific type of VET thin Market will have its own unique set of characteristics, including 
the training product or service, drivers, barriers and stakeholders.  For the purpose of this 
report, the term training product is taken to refer to Training Package Qualifications, Units of 
Competency, Accredited Courses and Modules.8 

VET thin markets for industries covered by FFTITC have developed within an environment 
influenced by Federal and State policies, legislation and funding regimes, as well as the forces 
inherent in markets.  Section 3 provides an overview of these factors and issues which helped 
frame the results of analyses, explorations and recommendations of this study. 

Picture of VET thin markets in FFTITC industry areas and the 
Western Australian training market 
Three Case Studies describing three different VET thin markets that were identified by 
FFTITC’s analysis of its member industries are presented in Section 4.  The Case Studies 
included: 

· Dairy Industry 
· Wooden Furniture Manufacturing Industry 
· Textiles, Clothing and Footwear Industry – Industrial Sewing Occupations. 

 

Each Case Study was based around an occupation in demand9 and the associated 
qualifications used to train for that occupation. 

The Case Study methodology facilitated a deeper and detailed understanding of the nature of 
each specific VET thin market.  The information provided in each Case Study provides a sound 
foundation of knowledge for interested stakeholders to collaboratively build and implement 
strategies designed to ‘thicken’ that specific VET market.  This methodology could be applied 
by stakeholders to any VET market. 

The more general question– are VET Thin markets an acute or chronic issue for employment 
based training in Western Australia? – is explored in Section 5.  Analysis of training data from 
the Department of Training and Workforce Development and the State Training Board clearly 
indicates that VET thin markets are a chronic issue for apprenticeships/traineeships in 
Western Australia and not just for some FFTITC member industries.  See Appendix 2 for 
distribution graphs for apprenticeship and traineeship qualifications offered with the 8 Training 
Packages that FFTITC covers. 

A significant proportion of qualifications in the food fibre and timber industries, delivered 
through training contracts (apprenticeships/traineeships) are either not being used by students 
or the number of students is so low that the RTOs delivering the qualifications will be 
experiencing viability and financial challenges.  It is possible that even some of the 
qualifications with the thinning Market category could be placing RTOs under financial stress.  
Unfortunately, if the student enrolments are distributed over more than one RTO, it could be 
creating a number of thin markets 

                                                
8 http://vetinfonet.dtwd.wa.gov.au/TraningProducts/Pages/TrainingProducts.aspx accessed 20 March 
2015 
9 As identified by one of FFTITC’s member industries. 
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Why and how they developed – the drivers of thin markets. 
Section 6 explores why and how VET thin markets have developed i.e. the drivers of VET 
market thinning.  

A diverse range of factors that influence VET Markets were identified through the development 
of the Case Studies, review of the VET literature, and consideration of how the Australian VET 
System and markets in general work.  Each identified factor was explored to gain a deeper 
understanding of how it can influence or ‘drive’ the thinning of a specific VET Market.  The 
complex interconnection between the ‘Drivers’ was also explored.  

The Drivers identified were: 

· The specialisation and proliferation of job roles within business and industry 
· Proliferation of Training Products 
· Training Packages and the Continual Improvement Process 
· Flexibility and responsiveness of Registered Training Organisations 
· Level of Enterprise and Industry Workforce Planning and Training Culture 
· Distribution of demand and supply 
· Government policy 
· Market information 

These ‘Drivers’ can individually or in combination potentially take a ‘robust market’ to a 
‘market’, an ‘unserviced market’ or even to a no market situation. 

By gaining a deeper understanding of these factors and how they interact it should be possible 
for stakeholders to develop strategies that turn the ‘Drivers of VET market thinning’ into 
‘Drivers of VET market Thickening’.  
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What strategies have been employed to address VET thin markets?   
The ultimate goal of any implemented strategies should be to improve the provision of training 
where thin markets currently exist and to minimise the emergence of new thin markets. 

Except for the relatively small number of qualifications in the Robust Market it is arguable that 
the rest of FFTITC’s apprenticeships and traineeships are in thin or thinning markets which 
require detailed investigation by stakeholders using a framework like that used for the Case 
Studies.  After such investigation, evidence-based decisions should be made about whether 
to withdraw qualifications that are currently in the No Market and Thin Market categories, 
develop and implement strategies designed to thicken a No Market, Thin Market or Thinning 
Market towards becoming a Robust Market, or find alternative delivery methods that are more 
likely to sustain a Robust Market – for example through institutional delivery, or hybrid 
institutional-enterprise delivery. 

Different Australian States and Territories have developed and implemented different 
criteria10, though historically these appear mainly to be based on minimum numbers of 
learners and not based on a market-testing mechanism.  This latter point is fundamentally 
important, as VET thin markets are the result of market forces in action, the criteria by which 
they are formally defined should be based on real market processes, the most powerful of 
which is testing a VET product or service in a real market. 

NSW IPART recommended that such market testing should be conducted annually so as to 
regularly define which markets were thin as well as which were no longer thin. Furthermore, 
IPART outlined a market process by which the NSW government could establish the level of 
Community Service Obligation required to persuade the single unwilling RTO, but with 
capacity, to become willing to deliver the VET course or qualification in question. 

  

                                                
10 Ibid. pp. 31-31; p. 49. 
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Recommendations 
Section 7 presents the FFTITC’s Recommendations which it believes if adopted and 
implemented by stakeholders will thicken existing VET thin markets and help prevent the 
emergence of new VET thin markets.  If these two outcomes are achieved, then improved 
workforce development outcomes should be achieved for all stakeholders and the Western 
Australian economy. 

The recommendations are built on the call for a partnership approach between the key 
stakeholders of business/ industry; RTOs and government.  Better monitoring by all 
stakeholders should trigger early recognition that markets for some training products are 
thinning. More rapid intervention will focus on collaborative strategies to thicken the market. 

 

 

Government 
Recommendation 1:  Establish agreed definitions and the criteria for defining a VET thin 
Market for all qualifications and prescribed apprenticeship classes. To achieve this, consider 
the establishment of a market-based mechanism for defining a VET thin Market along the lines 
of NSW. (Drivers 7, 8) 

Recommendation 2: Facilitate improved use of industry data (via Training Council Industry 
Workforce Development Plans) and training data (i.e. AVETMiSS) so the status of individual 
VET markets is constantly monitored. Thin Market working groups’ to manage monitoring of 
market status and the development of market thickening strategies in a timely manner.  
Industry Training Councils could provide independent facilitation for such stakeholder ‘groups’. 
(Drivers 6, 7, 8) 

Recommendation 4: Establish a market-based mechanism to discover the value of 
Community Service Obligations offered by DTWD to help fund identified VET thin markets 
(Drivers 7, 8) 

Recommendation 5: Improve the training package development framework to include the 
consideration of market sustainability for training products to minimise the likelihood of thin 
markets developing.  (Drivers 3, 7 8) 

Recommendation 6: Cross-examine Training Packages to minimise duplication and 
rationalise training products being offered into the marketplace. (Drivers 1, 2, 3, 7) 

Recommendation 7:  Continue to support organisations such as Industry Skills Councils and 
Industry Training Advisory Bodies to facilitate quality dialogue between industry associations, 

Drivers for VET Market Thinning 
 
Driver 1:  Specialisation and proliferation of job roles within business and industries 
Driver 2:  Proliferation of training products  
Driver 3: Training Packages and the Continual Improvement Process 
Driver 4 Flexibility and responsiveness of Registered Training Organisations 
Driver 5: Level of enterprise and industry workforce planning and training culture 
Driver 6: Distribution of demand and supply 
Driver 7: Government policy 
Driver 8:  Market information 
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businesses and individuals to better establish what the consensus skill requirement, needs 
and desires are. (Drivers 1, 2, 3, 7) 

Recommendation 8: In thin markets situations, the Department to consult industry through 
the Training Councils for a market analysis to determine whether the market is sustainable 
before funding through Future Skills WA. (Drivers 7, 8). 

Business and Industry 
Recommendation 9:  Increase their understanding of the VET system and marketplace 
including the nature, evolution and demand for job roles and occupations and consider how 
training for them could be delivered with the minimum number of training products. (Drivers 1, 
2, 3, 5, 6, 8) 

Recommendation 10: Participate in thin Market working groups to manage monitoring of 
market status and the development of Market Thickening strategies in a timely manner as 
required. Industry Training Councils could provide independent facilitation for such 
stakeholder ‘groups’. (Drivers 6, 7, 8) 

Recommendation 11: Proactively monitor the demands of the labour market and relay the 
details to the training providers and to government through the relative industry associations, 
industry representative bodies and Training Councils (Drivers 3, 5, 8). 

Recommendation 12: Be more engaged and proactive in providing current market 
information into Training Package Continual Improvement Process including evidence of thin 
or thinning markets (Drivers 2, 3, 5, 8). 

Recommendation 13: Better use of Units of Competency within qualifications to meet job 
role and occupation requirements and increased use of ‘alternative’ training products to meet 
industry needs including Skill Sets and Accredited courses. (Drivers 1, 2, 5). 

Registered Training Organisations 
Recommendation 14: Better understanding of business and industry training needs and 
proactively suggest innovative ways for Training products to be more efficient (Drivers 1, 4) 

Recommendation 15: Be more innovative and entrepreneurial in response to market 
feedback from their customers and stakeholder groups. (Drivers 4, 6, 8) 

Recommendation 16: Improve their links with business and industry to enable better 
communication especially of the relevant labour market training needs (Drivers 4, 8) 

Recommendation 17: As a supplier of training, to more effectively communicate evidence 
of thin or thinning markets to the Department as funding provider. (Drivers 3, 4, 8) 

Recommendation 18: Participate in ‘thin market working groups’ to collaboratively develop 
market thickening strategies when thin markets are identified. (Drivers 6, 7, 8) 
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