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3.1. Historical development of vocational
education and training (VET)

3.1.1. Four periods

Viewed from a historical perspective, the development of the vocational education
system from the turn of this century until the present day can be divided into four
periods, roughly corresponding to social and economic developments during this
same era. The vocational education system grew from different roots and took a
different form than did the general Icelandic education system until after the
middle of this century. Attempts to coordinate, or even unite, these two systems
have left their mark on the educational debate during the latter half of the century.

The first period extends from the last quarter of the nineteenth century up until the
beginning of World War II. The second period began with World War II and
concluded in the late 1960s, when the third period started, concluding with the
adoption of new legislation on coordinated upper secondary schooling in 1988. The
present period began after 1990, when the educational authorities concluded that
new legislation was needed for the entire upper secondary level and, in fact, for
compulsory school and university-level education as well.

3.1.2. The foundations of VET (first period)

The foundations of the VET system which exists in Iceland today, were laid during
the last quarter of the nineteenth century and first decades of this century. During
this period specialised public schools were founded offering vocational training in
agriculture, fisheries and health services, in addition to the Commercial College of
Iceland (Verslunarskóli Íslands), an independent, self-governing institution. Study in
certified trades was to some extent in a class of its own.

The craftsmen’s association in Reykjavik was established in 1867 in order to
strengthen the situation and well-being of craftsmen. At the beginning of the
nineteenth century there were only four craftsmen in Reykjavik, but their number
had grown to 40 by the middle of the century. At that time, Reykjavik had
established itself as the real capital of Iceland. Up until that time, foreign craftsmen
had been imported to oversee the largest construction projects and the
establishment of the association was an attempt to reverse that development. An
evening school was established in 1869 and a Sunday school for artisans in 1873 that
operated until the turn of the century, teaching technical and common subjects. An
evening crafts-school was formed in 1901 and the Reykjavik Technical School
(I§nskólinn í Reykjavík), was formally founded in 1904 to provide training and was
operated by craftsmen’s associations. Study proceeded in accordance with a contract
between a master craftsman and apprentice and involved practical training in the
workplace together with some in-school study.

The first legislation on education in certified trades was adopted in 1893, based on a
Danish law of 1889. This legislation laid the foundations for the apprenticeship
system as it is known today, with clauses on an agreement with a master craftsman,
on the duration time of such agreements, and a journeyman’s examination. The first
regulation on education in certified trades was issued in 1903, which defined the
requirements for a journeyman’s examination in various subjects. New legislation in
1927 shortened the weekly working time of apprentices and strengthened the
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requirements in terms of formal teaching in school as a prerequisite for taking a
journeyman’s examination. A new law was passed in 1935, strengthening the power
of the craftsmen themselves to make decisions as to the number of apprentices.
Schools were established outside Reykjavík and under this system the number of
apprentices tripled. Up until World War II some 50 to 100 apprentices graduated
each year, or 2 to 4 % of each cohort. Instruction was generally offered in some 30
trades, with the largest number of students in carpentry, cabinet-making, masonry,
electrical work, metalworking, painting and printing. The craftsmen’s associations
operated the schools up until 1955.

3.1.3. World War II and after — the second period

Changes in Icelandic society during and following World War II have been described
briefly earlier. These changes were followed by an increase in the demand for
craftsmen. To fulfil the demands of the times, the apprenticeship system needed
some reform.

The adoption of the Educational Act 1946 strengthened the lower secondary
sections of schools and established pre-vocational programmes within these
sections. A new Industrial Vocational Education Act was adopted in 1949,
establishing the Industrial Training Board (I§nfræ§slurá§), which comprised
representatives of master craftsmen and journeymen. The Board was in particular
intended to ensure that apprentices in the certified trades received satisfactory
practical training in the workplace and trade representatives were appointed
throughout the country to provide such supervision.

In 1955 a new Industrial Vocational Schools Act was passed whereby the State and
local authorities took over responsibility for their operations from the craftsmen’s
associations. The schools now operated during the day for the first time and
apprentices were to attend classes for eight weeks each year. The Act also
authorised the schools to offer apprentices practical training within the school itself.

After 1960, there was much discussion in Iceland, as in many other western
countries, about vocational training and its value for society. The idea that the
education of citizens was a key factor in economic prosperity and growth gained
momentum. The vocational training system, not least the apprenticeship system,
was subjected to close scrutiny. Proposals called for a one-year course of basic study
in vocational schools in all the main trades, and the issuing of an authorisation for
them to operate supplementary programmes. A new Act on Industrial Vocational
Education was passed in 1966, which marks the beginning of the next period in the
development of vocational training in Iceland.
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3.1.4. The third period 1966–90

3.1.4.1. The Act on Vocational Education 1966
The basic principle of the 1966 Act was to offer the option of practical training in
the industrial vocational schools, instead of its being provided by master craftsmen
in their workplaces. By virtue of the Act, a one-year basic programme in
metalworking was established in 1968 and a basic programme in woodworking in
1970 at the Reykjavík Technical School. Apprentices in the electrical trades got their
basic programme in 1977. The basic programme included practical training as well
as theoretical study. The programme had two main objectives: on the one hand, to
broaden the basic knowledge of pupils and, on the other, to encourage master
craftsmen to take on apprentices. This did not, however, prove to be the case in
many fields. It proved difficult for pupils to obtain apprenticeship contracts with
master craftsmen and as a result supplementary programmes were set up in the
industrial vocational schools.

3.1.4.2. Preparation for comprehensive upper secondary school
The establishment of school-based vocational programmes as mentioned above
points to a new overall policy on upper secondary education that emerged in the
beginning of the 1970s. At the core of this policy was the idea of a comprehensive
school, which strove to unite all forms of education in the same schools, offering
theoretical and vocational courses of various kinds side by side, organised in a credit
unit system. The underlying thought was that education was the key to economic
growth; that all young people should have an equal opportunity to be educated,
and that integrating the various courses of study would facilitate the adaptation to
changing economic and social conditions. The supporters of this policy also believed
that such a comprehensive, credit unit system would offer a tool to operate a
diversified upper secondary school system within the economic limits the small
society could manage.

3.1.4.3. The establishment of the comprehensive school
The Icelandic parliament, Althing, did not pass a bill on the matter, and there was
no overall policy enshrined in law for quite some time. However, a special Act
authorising the establishment of comprehensive schools was passed in 1973, and the
first of these schools opened in Reykjavík in 1975. It soon became the largest upper
secondary school in the country at upper secondary level. The school offered general
academic study, study programmes with a vocational component, and vocational
programmes, most of which were in the certified trades and included both basic and
supplementary programmes.

The comprehensive form soon gained followers inside as well as outside the capital
area, as the utilisation of common course units made it possible to offer more varied
studies in small communities. It was not uncommon, especially in rural areas, for
industrial vocational schools and lower secondary schools with additional classes
(see Section 2.1.6) to join forces in a new comprehensive school. In addition, the
course-unit system was standardised throughout the country so that pupils could
begin their study in their own district and conclude it in a larger school in an urban
area. During the period 1975–82, 10 schools adopted the comprehensive system, five
of them outside the Reykjavík area.
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As a result of the lack of overall legislation on upper secondary level education, it
fell to the Industrial Training Board, the Ministry of Education and the school
managers to formulate the policy and lead the development of academic and
vocational education at upper secondary school level for nearly two decades. During
this period, putting up buildings and providing equipment were, generally
speaking, priorities. Funds had to be acquired, teachers hired, etc. This did not leave
much room for systematic development work on the content of the education,
study materials or teaching methods. In structuring these factors the schools were
bound by the necessity of coordinating them with other secondary comprehensive
schools and adapting them to the credit unit system. In 1986, the Ministry of
Education started to write curricula for the academic subjects in upper secondary
schools. The first step was to coordinate the basic credit unit in each field, a task
that was given to the teachers’ associations of each subject.

3.1.4.4. Development of curricula — adaptation of VET to the
comprehensive school system
The 1966 Act on Vocational Education and Training required an Education
Committee to be set up for each skilled trade for the purpose of shaping the
content of the education and writing a curriculum. Educational Committees,
comprising a master craftsman, a journeyman and a vocational teacher, were
appointed for about 30 independent crafts and trades. Between 1972 and 1988,
curricular guides were composed for most of these trades under the supervision of
the Industrial Training Board.

As vocational training was integrated into the upper secondary comprehensive
schools more weight was given to general subjects. This was done to increase
general qualifications and thus increase the flexibility of the would-be skilled
tradesmen and make it easier for them to add to their education. This was meant to
kill two birds with one stone: to increase the adaptability of the schools to the ever-
changing needs of the labour market and to provide more equality for students, in
terms of gaining admission to further studies at university level. During the 1980s,
most industrial vocational schools adopted the credit unit system and adapted study
in common subjects to practice in comprehensive schools, thereby increasing the
emphasis on general academic study.

3.1.4.5. Upper Secondary School Act 1988
The abovementioned changes were formalised with a new law on upper secondary
education in 1988 and with an extension in 1989. The objective of upper secondary
schools is defined as offering education suitable for everybody at the age of 16 to
19 in addition to offering adult education at the same level (see Section 2.3.3).
Figure 10 shows the main milestones of the system in terms of legislation.
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1944
1945
1946 Act on the Educational System and on Compulsory Schooling

Act on Lower Secondary Education
1947
1948
1949 Industrial Vocational Education Act
1950

1954
1955 Act on Industrial Vocational Schools
1956

1965
1966 Act on Industrial Vocational Education
1967

  1972
  1973 The first Act to authorise the establishment of a comprehensive school
1974 Act on the Educational System
1974 Act on Compulsory Schooling

   1975
  1976
   1977
1978 Act on Certified Trades; Act on Agricultural Education
1979

1987
1988 Upper Secondary School Act
1989 Act on Workers´ Educational Association
1990
1991
1992 Act on Vocational Education in Industry
1993

1995
1996 Upper Secondary School Act

Figure 10: Legislation affecting the development of the vocational
education and training system 1946 – 96



3.2. The present system of initial vocational
education and training

3.2.1. Vocational study

The part of the Upper Secondary School Act 1996 dealing with academic study has
already been described in Chapter II of this report. The part on vocational study
states that such study must further the general education of pupils, prepare them
for specific jobs and give them an understanding of the role of enterprises and
workers in industry. Study is at the same time intended to encourage pupils to
maintain and extend their knowledge through continuing education or further
study.

Vocational study is divided between the school and the workplace, or takes place
only in school, with emphasis placed on having studies reflect the current needs of
the occupational sectors. Practical work and on-the-job training in the workplace is
based on the provisions of the national curriculum guide and rules concerning
workplace instruction in the occupation concerned. A special on-the-job training
contract for workplace instruction is concluded between a school and workplace or
between apprentice and employer. Most vocational programmes last for four years,
but in some areas one- or two-year programmes are available.

3.2.2. Social partners

As we have seen, study in the certified trades was completely the responsibility of
the tradesmen and their organisations themselves until well past the middle of this
century. The direct influence of the two sides of industry on studies decreased as the
State took over responsibility for the operation of vocational schools and more and
more of the initial vocational education became school-based. However, from the
late 1960s the certified trades had educational committees for each trade. In the
Upper Secondary School Act 1988, this arrangement was altered and an
instructional committee of five persons appointed for each group of related trades.
The representatives of both sides of industry formed a minority in these committees.
At the same time the role of the Industrial Training Board (I§nfræ§slurá§) was
changed. It now served in an advisory capacity, instead of having executive power in
affairs concerning vocational training; the executive aspects, including supervision
of curriculum and of apprentice contracts, holding journeymen’s examinations, and
all related data collection, were transferred to the ministry. This arrangement did
not prove satisfactory and comprehensive changes were thus introduced with the
Upper Secondary School Act of 1996. The present role of the social partners is
discussed further in Chapter IV.
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3.2.3. Initial vocational education

3.2.3.1. Definition
Initial vocational training (IVT) as described in this report has the primary objective
of preparing pupils for specific jobs or for employment in specific areas of industry
or service. Furthermore, it must be organised as a separate programme of study at
upper secondary level lasting at least one term in school.

3.2.3.2. Classification
Table 10 is an official classification of courses of study in upper secondary schools. If
we generalise we can say that general programmes, studies in languages, social
sciences and natural sciences are academic, while the others are vocational or
vocationally orientated. According to this classification, about 60 % of the pupils
attended academic courses and about 40 % vocational courses.

3.2.3.3. Number of pupils
The development in number of pupils attending different programmes of study in
the period 1979–97 is shown in Figure 11. There is an increase in the number of
pupils in all academic studies, which by definition are direct preparation for
university matriculation i.e. general programmes, languages, social science
programmes and natural science programmes. Most of the vocational programmes
suffered a decline in number of pupils over the period or at best a very slight
increase.
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Upper secondary level 18 203 100 %
General study programmes 2 924 16.1 %
Languages 1 740 9.6 %
Fine and applied arts 632 3.5 %
Pedagogical and physical education 571 3.1 %
Social science programmes 2 415 13.3 %
Commerce, economics and business administration 1 870 10.3 %
Natural science programmes 3 150 17.3 %
Crafts and technical trades 3 351 18.4 %
Agriculture, food and service trades 1 135 6.2 %
Health care programmes 415 2.3 %

Table 10. Secondary school pupils in 1997

SOURCE: STATISTICS ICELAND 1999.



3.2.4. Two categories of initial vocational training

IVT can be divided into two main categories: vocational training which confers
legally recognised, certified qualifications and training which does not lead to
certified qualifications.

3.2.5. Certified qualifications

The following vocational training confers certified qualifications.
• study in the certified trades;
• vocational study within the health-care system;
• study for officers of transportation vehicles in the air and on sea;
• law enforcement officers.

Certification to use the title and enjoy the occupational rights of tradesmen is based
on a long tradition, the roots of which reach back to the European trade guilds of
the Middle Ages. The objective of the certification is, firstly, to make tradesmen
legally responsible for the quality of the work they carry out, and thereby to ensure
the safety and rights of consumers. Secondly, its purpose is to strengthen the
position of these occupational classes in the labour market.
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3.2.5.1. Certified trades
A regulation set by the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture in 1995 deals with
the major issues of certified trades. The regulation decides which trades shall be
certified, the form of apprenticeship and training contracts, the rights and
obligations of the signatories, arrangement of journeyman’s examinations and the
attainment of the rights of a master craftsman. A new regulation on apprenticeship
and training contracts and journeyman’s examinations was adopted in April 1997.

3.2.5.2. Fifty different trades
There are approximately 50 certified trades, of which 35 are active, i.e. trades in
which some apprentices are generally studying. A list of all the certified trades is
shown in Table 11.
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Construction and
installation
Cabinet making
Carpentry
House painting
Masonry
Plumbing
Upholstery
Wallpaper hanging

Design, arts and crafts
Gold and silver smithing
Engraving
Watch and clock repairs
Dressmaking
Tailoring
Furriery
Hat-making
Shoe-making and repairs
Saddlery
Musical instrument making
Wood carving
Glasswork
Stone masonry

Electricity and electronics
Electrical installation work
Electro-mechanics
Electronic installation 
and repairs
Power plant installation 
and repairs
Telephone installation and 
repairs

Food and catering
industries
Baking
Confectionary
Cookery
Dairy technology
Meat processing
Waiting

Information,
communication and 
media
Graphic trades:

Bookbinding
Pre-press
Printing

Photography:
General photography
Personal photography

Metal and mechanical
trades
Aircraft engineering
Blacksmithing
Mechanical engineering
Refrigeration (specialisation)
Metal turning
Mould making
Net making and repairs
Sheet metal work
Structural and thick plate craft
Shipbuilding and repairs
Structural fabrication
Welding (specialisation)
Yacht and boat building

Personal services
Hairdressing, hairstyling
Cosmetology
Dental technician

Utilisation of land and
nature
Landscape gardening

Vehicle and transport
Autobody building and
repairs
Automobile repairs
Automobile spray-painting

Table 11. Certified trades in Iceland classified by occupational 
groups

SOURCE: REGULATION No 648 1999 ISSUED BY THE MINISTRY OF EDUCATION.



3.2.5.3. Structure of study
The study in certified trades usually takes four years and can be structured in three
different ways.

(1) Students begin their study by concluding an apprentice contract with a master
craftsman or industrial enterprise, after which they spend three or four terms in
school (generally in theoretical study only).

(2) Students begin their study in a basic programme which comprises two terms of
theoretical and practical basic study at school, after which they conclude an
apprentice contract, and then take a further two or three terms in school.

(3) Students first complete five to seven terms at school, i.e. the basic programme
and the supplementary programme, and then 4 to 20 months of workplace
training.

For some of the certified trades only the first possibility is available, but generally
this could be said to be on the way out. In tailoring, beautician and electronics only
the third possibility is available. In many certified trades students can choose
between alternative study programmes. The theoretical study takes place in
industrial vocational schools or comprehensive schools. In subjects like mathematics,
Icelandic or English pupils follow partly the same courses as the pupils in academic
programmes. Almost all courses of study for the certified trades consist of the same
core of academic subjects (25 credits) although the extent of theoretical and
practical specialised subjects varies depending upon the trade, as does the relative
importance of individual aspects of the study.

3.2.5.4. Entrance requirements
There are few entrance requirements for study in the certified trades except for
completion of compulsory school and age-limits in some trades, for instance
waiting. It is conceivable that this will be changed in the new national curriculum
guide, since the new Upper Secondary School Act authorises the setting of entrance
requirements for individual programmes of study.

Students training for the certified trades are on average older than other upper
secondary pupils attending day school. The average age of students taking
journeyman’s examinations is 25 to 26.

3.2.5.5. Journeyman’s certificate
Study in the certified trades leads to a journeyman’s certificate (sveinspróf), which
confers the right to work in the trade in question and the right to commence study
for a master craftsman’s certificate after working as a journeyman for at least one
year. A master craftsman’s certificate confers the right to train apprentices, operate
a business or manage industrial operations in the area of specialisation at a
workplace according to the Act on Certified Trades 1978. The journeyman’s
certificate does not give entitlement to higher education, but certificate holders can
be admitted to higher education after taking additional examinations in academic
subjects at upper secondary school.

3.2.5.6. Certificate committees
Each of the certified trades has a four-person journeyman’s certificate committee,
appointed by the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture and comprising
representatives of employers and employees in the trade concerned and a person
with experience in teaching/instructing within that trade. Examinations for a
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journeyman’s certificate are administered on a national basis to the extent that
there is only one committee for each trade and the examination is the same
everywhere in Iceland.

3.2.5.7. Number of journeyman’s examinations
The number of individuals taking journeyman’s examinations in Iceland has been
decreasing on the whole for the last two or three decades. Figure 12 shows that this
development has stopped in recent years and even reversed after 1997. This is,
however, due to certain measures taken by the educational authorities. The peak
reached in the electric and electronic trades in 1996 was caused by the fact that two
new trades became certified at the beginning of the 1990s (power plant installation
and repairs and telephone installation and repairs). The slight increase in all other
trades in 1997 is probably, at least partly, connected to the authorisation giving
unskilled workers, with at least 10 years working experience within a certified trade,
the possibility to apply for journeyman’s examinations without having completed
the school-based part of the study. In the 1996 Upper Secondary School Act, it was
stated that this authorisation, which had been valid for decades, should be
abolished after an adaptation period of two years.

3.2.6. Health-care studies 

From 1990 onwards the ultimate responsibility for IVT in health-care services was
transferred from the Ministry of Health and Insurance (Heilbrig is- og
tryggingará uneyti) to the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture. The special
schools that formerly looked after the training of individual occupational groups
were closed; studies were transferred to general upper secondary schools and
adapted to fit their course-credit system.
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Figure 12. Number of journeyman’s certificates each year 1980–98

SOURCE: MINISTRY OF EDUCATION, SCIENCE AND CULTURE 1999
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Vocational study within the health-care system leads to certification by the Ministry
of Health and Insurance. The certification of occupational groups in health care
doing specific jobs and having specific qualifications is a response to public demands
for health-care security, i.e. for exact and proper treatment of patients and other
users of the system. For this reason, acts and regulations define the tasks of
individual occupational groups and the boundaries dividing them fairly exactly, and
studies are organised on this basis.

3.2.6.1. Courses of study
Health-care studies vary considerably both in scope and structure, as they are
directed at conferring a variety of qualifications. In general, however, it could be
said that considerably more emphasis is placed on general academic study as the
basis for specialised study than is the case in the certified trades. Table 12 shows the
courses of study and their duration.

3.2.7. Transport

Study for officers of transportation vehicles in the air or at sea leads to certified
occupations and occupational qualifications as navigators, marine engineers, aircraft
officers, aircraft mechanics and air traffic controllers. The purpose of certifying such
occupations is to ensure transport safety both in Iceland and internationally, and the
qualifications are defined in detail in acts and regulations.
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Course Theoretical and Practical study Notes
of study practical study outside school

at school

Practical 3 years 16 weeks Pupils must be at least 18 years old 
nursing when they commence training

Dental 2 years 36 weeks Practical study at the Faculty of 
assistant Dentistry of the University 

of Iceland

Medical 1 year 24 weeks Practical study at a health-care 
secretary institution; university entrance 

diploma is required

Pharmaceutical 2 years 40 weeks Two years of general 
technician preparatory study at upper 

secondary school is a 
requirement

Foodstuff 2 years 32 weeks Practical study in a health-care 
technician institution

Table 12. Certified studies within the health-care system

SOURCE: MINISTRY OF EDUCATION, SCIENCE AND CULTURE.



3.2.7.1. Navigation studies
Navigation studies (styrimannanám) are divided into four levels, and certificates
awarded at each level confer, upon the completion of the required sailing time,
specific occupational rights for different sizes and types of vessels. The length of
study for the first three is two terms of study each, and six months for the fourth
level. Approximately half of the total study is general academic study. The entrance
requirements for navigation study are a medical certificate, completion of
compulsory school and a minimum of six months sailing time aboard a vessel of over
12 tonnes. The course is presently being restructured and adapted to the course-
credit system of upper secondary school.

3.2.7.2. Marine engineering
Study for qualifications as a marine engineer (vélstjóri) takes from one to ten terms
and is divided into four levels, each conferring specific qualifications. The first level
takes one term and confers rights as a machine supervisor, fourth grade. Upon
concluding the fourth-level (first grade) marine engineering certificate, the students
have unlimited rights to work as marine engineers aboard ships and also in power
stations. After an additional 18 months of on-the-job training in a machine shop
they can take their examination as mechanics and acquire the title of mechanical
engineer. A fourth-level certificate also entitles the student to admission to certain
studies at university level.

3.2.7.3. Aviation
The course for a professional pilot’s (atvinnuflugma§ur) licence is conducted by
private schools of aviation, where the theoretical part is two terms in duration.
Study as an aircraft mechanic is a certified trade and the programme of study is four
to five years in duration. The first part of the study, which is of a general nature, can
be completed in Iceland, but for the more specialised parts, pupils must attend a
specialised school abroad.

Study as an aircraft officer and air traffic controller is under the auspices of the
Icelandic Civil Aviation Administration and thus is not part of the public education
system. The study programme for air traffic controllers takes three to four years in
the form of theoretical courses and on-the-job training. Both types of study require
a university entrance diploma and a medical certificate, in addition to which
applicants for training as air traffic controllers must pass an aptitude test.

3.2.8. Law enforcement officer

Vocational training as a law enforcement officer (lögregluma§ur) consists of two
terms of study in a special school operated by the Ministry of Justice and
Ecclesiastical Affairs (Dóms- og kirkjumálará§uneyti) in addition to at least eight
months of on-the-job training between the first and second of these terms. To fulfil
the entrance requirements for the study programme applicants must, for instance,
have satisfactorily completed two years of general study at upper secondary level. In
accordance with a new Law Enforcement Act, which took effect on 1 July 1997, law
enforcement officers are now certified as such.

3.2.9. Non-certified trades

A wide variety of study programmes are counted as non-certified trades, for
instance training in primary production (fish processing, horticulture, livestock
rearing and fish farming), study for draughting, computer study and design, study
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programmes in service trades (massage, the travel industry and commercial,
secretarial and office studies). The initial vocational education and training that is
formally recognised but does not confer certification has a different structure from
that of the certified vocational study programmes in several respects.

In the first place the study in non-certified trades usually only takes place at an
educational institution while in the certified vocational programmes there is always
some on-the-job training. Secondly, there is a basic difference between the two
groups with respect to the position of the study programme within the educational
system as well as the status of the individuals upon completion of study. The
position of individuals in certified occupations is generally stronger. In the third
place the qualification requirements for jobs that are not certified are not defined a
priori in acts and regulations. Final examinations are generally not as well defined,
as they do not result in the awarding of a certificate, which confers the right to
engage in a certain occupation.

3.2.9.1. Fish processing 
Training in fish processing (fiskeldi) is intended for workers in the fishing industry,
especially foremen and fish graders. It lasts three to four terms, and students must
have previously completed two to four terms at upper secondary school. This
programme of study is offered at two locations in Iceland. It may come as a surprise
that study in fish processing should not be more widespread than is actually the case
in this fishing nation. One principal reason for this is that up until now little
emphasis has been placed on fully processing catches and that it was possible to
train general workers within enterprises and through continuing vocational training
(CVT). In addition, the residents of fishing communities throughout Iceland have
become accustomed to fish processing from an early age and generally have
considerable knowledge of what is involved when they begin work.

3.2.9.2. Agriculture and horticulture 
Agricultural and horticultural (landbúna§ur, gar§yrkja) study is offered in
specialised schools under the auspices of the Ministry of Agriculture. The
programmes consist of both theoretical and practical study as well as on-the-job
training. Basic vocational study in agriculture is two years in duration and is offered
at two locations in Iceland. It consists of general agricultural study as well as study in
various areas of specialisation, such as horse rearing, livestock husbandry and land
utilisation. Up to one year’s work experience is required for admission to these
schools and one of the two schools requires students to have completed two years
of general study in upper secondary school for admission. Study in horticulture is
offered at one specialised school. Five different programmes of study are offered,
three-year programmes in domestic gardening, environmental horticulture, and
outdoor and greenhouse market gardening, a landscape gardening programme
(which is a certified trade), as well as a marketing and floral decoration programme
of two years’ duration. To be admitted, students must have completed two to four
terms of general academic study at upper secondary school and 7 to 12 months of
practical work experience at employment locations recognised by the school.

3.2.9.3. Draughtsmanship
Study in draughtsmanship (tækniteiknun) is a three-year school programme and
prepares students to work in a draughting firm and as assistants to architects, civil
engineers and technologists.
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3.2.9.4. Computer studies
The computer training programme (tölvunám) takes three years. It is intended as
preparation for work in the computer industry including, for instance, looking after
personal computers, choosing compatible hardware and software systems, minor
programming tasks and maintenance of data in smaller systems, making back-up
copies and assisting general users of such systems.

3.2.9.5. Design 
The study programme in design (hönnun) takes four terms. It is intended as
preparation for further vocational study and to train students, for instance, in
developing and expanding upon new ideas in handicrafts, applied art and various
sorts of industrial production. The programme is offered at two upper secondary
schools in the capital area and has enjoyed considerable and growing popularity
from the time of its establishment a few years ago.

3.2.9.6. Masseurs 
The programme of study for masseurs is of three years’ duration and is divided
equally between general study, specialised theoretical study and practical training.
The programme of study is new and is only offered at one upper secondary school.

3.2.9.7. Commercial studies 
The programme of commercial studies (verslunarnám) consists of 70 credits and is
generally two years in duration. The study takes place in schools only, and is
available in most areas of Iceland. A commercial certificate confers the right to
obtain a trade licence.

3.2.9.8. Travel services
The following lines of study intended for employees in travel services are offered
within the upper secondary school system:

• a two-year theoretical and practical study programme;
• a one-year specialised study programme in travel services after two years of

academic study within the languages stream or similar.

In addition, various private concerns offer study programmes for the travel sector of
varying duration.

3.2.10. Classification and participation

Some 87 to 89 % of each pupil cohort go on to attend upper secondary school and
25 to 40 % (depending on definition) of them choose to enrol in vocational
programmes. 

Table 13 shows participation in IVT by age and sex for 1995. IVT in Iceland is based
on completion of compulsory school. In several instances there is also a requirement
that pupils have completed specific academic study at upper secondary level before
commencing their vocational training. For this reason it was not considered
necessary to provide a breakdown of participants in IVT by prior education.
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The classification of programmes of study in Table 13 follows the ISCED 3
international standard for study at upper secondary level. The following vocational
occupations are included under each classification:

• travel study programmes include all training referred to as travel affairs
programmes or travel service programmes;

• health-care training programmes include pharmaceutical technology, dental
assistance, health care and practical nursing, and massage;

• home economics programmes include training in domestic science, as foodstuff
technicians and dietary technologists;

• training in the industrial and technical trades includes the automotive trades,
the graphic trades and bookbinding, construction and carpentry, tailoring,
furriery and leather trades, metalworking, food and food service trades and
electrical trades;

• navigation and marine engineering programmes to first, second, third and
fourth levels;

• agricultural and fish processing programmes include agricultural study,
horticulture, landscape gardening and fish processing study at upper secondary
level;

• commercial studies are two-year programmes leading to a commercial
certificate;

• service trades include hotel and catering programmes (cookery and waiting);
this classification also includes the cosmetic trades (hairstyling and beautician).

According to this classification there were a total of 5 440 pupils in vocational study
in 1995. Most of them were in certified trades and technical studies (50 %) in
addition to which a large group was in commercial studies. It is worth noting how
few were in studies linked to agriculture and fish processing (2.9 %), particularly in
view of the employment prospects for pupils in fish processing upon completing
their studies, since fisheries is one of the leading employment sectors in Iceland. If
navigation and marine engineering programmes are included, about 10 % of pupils
could be said to be in studies linked to the seafood industry.

3.2.10.1. Participation by age groups
Examination of participation in IVT by age group (Table 13) reveals that most of the
students (52 %) fall into the age group 19 years or younger, and the proportion
decreases with advancing age. Just under half of the students are 20 years of age or
older and every sixth IVT pupil at upper secondary school level is 25 years old or
more. These figures, however, only include day-school students, and presumably the
proportion of older students is higher if students in senior departments are
included.

3.2.10.2. Male/female ratio
There are more than twice as many males as females attending IVT, 67 % as
compared with 33 %, respectively. The ratio of males to females is even higher in
the age group 20 to 24 years, where males are 72 % of the students and women
only 28 %. The study choices of both sexes follow the traditional pattern for the
most part. Males tend to prefer the certified trades, navigation and marine
engineering study. Females are, however, to be found in the majority in the service
occupations, travel and health-care programmes. Both males and females follow
commercial studies to a fairly equal extent, although women form the majority in
the older age groups.
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Table 14 shows the proportion of students in IVT (in day schools) of the total
population, broken down by age and gender. It reveals that slightly over 22 % of
males aged 16 to 19 were attending IVT in 1995 and slightly under 12 % of females.
A little less than 3 % of all Icelanders aged 16 and over were attending IVT,
approximately 4 % of all males and slightly under 2 % of females.
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Travel 
programmes 22 86 9* 31* 148 2.7 %
Health-care 
programmes 13 196 5 106 3 40 2 83 448 8.2 %
Home economics 
programmes 95 63 11* 18* 187 3.4 %
Industrial and 
technical trades 1 119 114 822 137 221 78 190 56 2 737 50.3 %
Navigation and 
marine engineering 
study 114 0 152 0 71 0 52 0 389 7.2 %
Agricultural and fish 
processing studies 19 11 45 31 17 17 9 11 160 2.9 %
Commercial 
programmes 457 373 28 36 2 27 923 17.0 %
Service industry 
programmes 36 118 102 108 28 35 10 11 448 8.2 %
Number 
of pupils 1 875 961 1 174 467 342 197 263 161 5 440 100.0 %
Proportion 
of total 34.5 % 17.7 % 21.6 % 8.6 % 6.3 % 3.6 % 4.8 % 3.0 % 100 %

* Applies to 20 years and older. 

SOURCE: STATISTICS ICELAND AND STUDENTS’ REGISTER.

Table 13. Participation in IVT by age and gender for 1995

19 and
younger

20 to 24 25 to 29 30 and
older

Total Proportion 
of pupils

FemalesFemalesFemalesFemales MalesMales MalesMales

16 to 19 20 to 24 25 to 29 30 and older

Males Females Males Females Males Females Males Females Total
Total number in 
vocational 
study 1 875 961 1 174 467 342 197 263 161 5 440
Total cohort 8 465 8181 10 615 10 313 9 934 9 913 69 614 71 407 198 442
Proportion in
vocational 
study 22.2 % 11.8 % 11.1 % 4.5 % 3.4 % 2.0 % 0.4 % 0.2 % 2.7 %

Table 14. Proportion of pupils in IVT by age and gender in 1995

SOURCE: STATISTICS ICELAND, 1996a AND STUDENTS’ REGISTER.



3.2.10.3. Number of apprentices
Table 15 shows the number of apprentices under contract by industrial/economic
sector and size of the enterprise where they receive on-the-job training. The data
include all apprentices under contract in 1996 regardless of how far they were
advanced in their study. 

It is not surprising to see how many apprentices are receiving on-the-job training in
small enterprises, since small or very small workplaces are characteristic of the
Icelandic employment market and economy (see Table 2, p. 24). It is evident in
comparison with the 15 EU States that the proportion of the labour force employed
in small enterprises is considerably higher in Iceland than is the average in those
countries.

3.2.10.4. Field of study
An examination of the distribution of apprentices by occupation reveals that most
of them are under contract in construction and carpentry. There are remarkably few
apprentices under contract in the electrical trades. The reason for this is that study
in electronics takes place for the most part in schools and most of the electrical
trade apprentices chose the vocational school study option. 
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Automotive trades 37 17 7 14 10 85 5.1 %
Graphic trades and 
book-binding 8 11 15 21 2 57 3.4 %
Construction and 
carpentry 383 97 35 6 50 571 34.0 %
Metalworking 49 51 72 48 15 235 14.0 %
Food and catering 54 111 159 23 51 398 23.7 %
Electrical trades 36 4 1 5 8 54 3.2 %
Cosmetic trades 148 1 0 0 40 189 11.3 %
Small trades 33 25 13 8 10 89 5.3 %
Number of 
apprentices 748 317 302 125 186 1678 100 %
Proportion 44.6 % 18.9 % 18.0 % 7.5 % 11.0 % 100 %

Table 15. Number of apprentices under contract in 1996 by size of workplace
and trade

SOURCE: THE APPRENTICES’ UNION OF ICELAND AND STATISTICS ICELAND, REGISTER OF COMPANIES.

Very small
enterprises

Small
enterprises

Medium-
sized

enterprises

Large
enterprises

Size
unknown

Total 
number of

apprentices

Proportion

In this table landscape gardening and the clothing, fur and leather trades are grouped with small trades
because of the low numbers of apprentices under contract. The number of employees in very small
enterprises is 1 to 9, in small enterprises 10 to 49, in medium-sized enterprises 50 to 249 and in large
enterprises 250 or more.



As Figure 13 above indicates, by far the greatest proportion of apprentices is in
small enterprises. Apprentices in the metal and food industry, however, are more
likely to receive their on-the-job training in medium-sized enterprises. In the graphic
trades and bookbinding some 35 % of apprentices are under contract with large
enterprises and very few work in very small enterprises.
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Figure 13. Proportion of apprentices in each trade by
the size of enterprises, 1996

SOURCE: THE APPRENTICES’ UNION OF ICELAND AND STATISTICS ICELAND, REGISTER OF COMPANIES.
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3.3. Continuing vocational education and training  

3.3.1. Growing emphasis

The increasing level of general education and rapid changes in industry and society
have resulted in growing activity in the field of continuing vocational training (CVT).
Consciousness is definitely rising as regards its importance for individuals,
enterprises and society as a whole, for instance, due to rapid technological advances
and in the struggle to combat unemployment. This view has been expressed in the
policy platform of governments and by the federations representing both sides of
industry. All parties emphasise the need to formulate an overall policy in the area of
CVT.

Continuing vocational training is defined in this text as study or training which
people in the labour market undertake in order to improve their skills and increase
their knowledge relevant to the job at which they work or are planning to work.

3.3.2. The legal context

3.3.2.1. The ‘system’
If a system is a set of interdependent elements forming an organised whole, then
CVT activity in Iceland does not form a system. CVT activity is built up of separate,
independent units, each of which is usually highly target-group oriented. The units
tend to have a poorly defined function or they may claim to be fulfilling a whole
range of functions by a single course or set of courses (e.g. promotion function,
adaptation function, wage rise function). This results in a lack of overview of CVT
activity for individuals, groups and enterprises and non-transparency of the whole
field as well as individual units, at least for those other than the specific target
groups. The strong target-group orientation results in both deliberate as well as
inadvertent limitations to access by people outside the target group of individual
courses.

3.3.2.2. Future policy
In April 1997 the Minister for Education, Science and Culture appointed a
committee, comprising representatives from various ministries and the social
partners, to develop a framework for the future as regards CVT. The committee’s
mandate was not least to define the role of government on the one hand and the
social partners on the other regarding CVT. The committee issued its report in May
1998.

One of the committee’s proposals was that the main responsibility should be in the
hands of the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, although the social partners,
institutions, private enterprises and the individuals themselves also have
responsibilities. It is proposed that, over the next five years, a special plan be initiated
in order to increase the supply of and demand for CVT, as well as securing the quality
of what is offered. It is also emphasised, that the social partners join forces in
forming policy regarding CVT. The structural foundations for this cooperation have in
fact been laid, because in November 1998 the social partners formed an association,
Education Iceland (Mennt), with the participation of schools at upper secondary and
university level, aiming at coordination and cooperation in the field of policy making
in matters related to vocational education (see Chapter 6).
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3.3.3. Types of vocational training courses

Continuing vocational education and training is carried out in many different areas
of Icelandic society, conducted variously by public authorities, private parties or
voluntary organisations. CVT is a target-group oriented activity. Consequently the
least tangled way of classifying the overall activity is to base the classification on
these broad and diffuse target groups. This approach does not, on the other hand,
shed any light on the objectives of CVT, on the demand for the training in question
or how this demand came to be.

Continuing vocational education and training can be broadly divided into four
principal categories.

(1) Educational organisations in the general market and connected to
universities. Such enterprises offer studies concerned especially with the
operation and management of businesses.

(2) Education and training intended to increase the occupationally specific skills
of workers. This is the objective of the operations of educational councils in
certified trades, in-service education activities within vocational schools
(including itinerant schools and upper secondary schools), vocational courses
held by industrial educational and research institutes, and master craftsman’s
study in the certified trades.

(3) Increasing vocational qualifications within large companies. Such operations
are organised by training directors who are permanent employees of the
enterprises. Their role is generally to assess the in-house requirements of the
enterprises for qualified personnel and fulfil these needs by arranging courses
inside and outside the company. The courses are only open to permanent or
prospective workers of the enterprises.

(4) Large public institutions look after the preparatory and follow-up training of
their workers with activities conducted by specific departments or as special
schools. The study is only open to employees of the institutions or those
persons intending to commence employment at the institution.

3.3.3.1. The private market and the Institute of Continuing Education at the
University of Iceland
Many types of courses are offered on the private market concerned especially with
computer training of various sorts as well as the operation and management of
enterprises. These are generally short courses (5 to 20 hours) and the cost of
attending is generally ISK 1 500 to 2 000 per hour. In some instances trade unions
have supported the participation of their members in such courses.

Courses offered by computer and management schools are open to all and in most
cases have no entrance requirements. These enterprises do not usually report
attendance in their courses and no overall figures are thus available as to the
number of students or the cost.

The Institute of Continuing Education (Endurmenntunarstofnun) is a cooperative
effort of the University of Iceland, the Icelandic College of Engineering and
Technology, the Association of Icelandic Architects, the Confederation of University
Graduates, the Icelandic Society of Technical Engineers, the Association of Chartered
Engineers in Iceland and the Icelandic Teachers’ Union.
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More than 10 000 persons attended courses offered by the Institute of Continuing
Education in 1997. More than 90 % attended occupationally related courses,
especially in the operation and management of enterprises. Short courses offered by
the Institute are open to all and have no requirements as to prior education. There
are entrance requirements for longer courses, which comprise about one third of all
courses and were attended by about 20 % of the students.

3.3.3.2. In-service training organised by trade unions and other
organisations in industry
Occupationally specific courses are conducted in many locations, but no
comprehensive summary of the attendance at such courses is available. In-service
training activities are organised by the following occupational groups within the
institutions indicated, both on a regular basis and depending upon attendance and
demand.

Automotive trades Educational Centre of the Automotive Trades
Printing and publishing Graphic Arts Institute
Metal industry Educational Centre for the Metal Industry
Construction Educational Centre for the Construction

Industry
Electrical industry School for the Electrical Industry
Fish processing Educational Committee for Fish Processing,

Icelandic Fisheries Laboratories
Hotels, food and catering trades Educational Centre for the Hotel and 

Food and Catering Trades
Agriculture/horticulture Agricultural colleges, the State 

Horticultural School
Manufacturing industry Vocational Training Committee for Workers 

in Manufacturing, Icelandic Technological 
Institute.

Commerce Cooperation Committee of Shop and Office 
Workers

Caring and sanitation Courses for workers of State and local
authorities

Various vocational training courses Workers’ Educational Authority
Management courses The Reykjavík Computer School etc.

These activities are spread around the country in a great number of small units, and
no attempt has been made to collect in one place data concerning their scope or
success. Some of the information available on continuing vocational education for
skilled and unskilled workers has been collected in Table 16.
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Icelandic Technological 
Institute (Educational 
Section) 40 000 1 220 76 50 686 *
Icelandic Fisheries 
Laboratories (6) 7 200 420 30 4 200 *
Federation of Icelandic 
Industries 504 73 11 2 993 *
Publishing industry,
Institute of Printing 
Technology 20 000 750 * 17 000 2 200
Metal industries and 
maintenance (Educational 
Council) 21 000 260 30 12 027 2 200
Construction (Educational 
Council) 13 513 490 32 10 575 10 100
Electrical industry (School 
for the Electrical 
Industry) 59 000 2 604 292 (6 640) (2) 2 000
Agriculture (Hvanneyri 
and Hólar) 21 000 1 249 102 * 5 900
Fisheries — unskilled
(Educational Committee) 9 400 552 * 18 000 6 900
Manufacturing — unskilled
(In-service Training 
Committee) 7 500 269 19 11 000 13 900
Commerce — unskilled 
workers (Cooperation 
Committee) 5 780 350 * * 17 000
Reykjavík Municipal 
Evening (3) 7 077 906 32 72 108 *
of these, Members 
of Sókn (4) 4 291 654 22 55 494 2 000
Day minders 131 17 1 1 071 *
Reykjavík Municipal 
Workers’ Union 2 655 235 9 15 543 *
Vocational training 
offered by WEA 385 20 13 524 *

Total number of students 9 780

Table 16. Available information on in-service training courses 
for skilled workers, 1995

SOURCE: GYLFI EINARSSON, 1998.

Turnover
1995

(ISK 1 000)

Number of
students

Number of
courses

Active
student

hours
(40 minutes

each) (1)

Person-
years in

occupational
group
(1994)

Occupation and
target group

* Not available
(1) Student hours, i.e. number of hours of instruction multiplied by the number of students.
(2) This figure is the total number of hours of instruction regardless of the number of

students.
(3) Figures for 1994.
(4) Wage-related courses for Sókn offered by the Reykjavík Municipal Evening School.
(5) In addition, Sókn (trade union) offers its own courses attended by some 100 to 200

persons per year.
(6) Figures for 1996.
(7) Accommodation costs not included.

(3) (3)

(6)



It is clear that the overall figure for total number of students represents a minimum.
These figures cannot be expected to cover all the studies on offer in these areas.

In general, courses arranged by the abovementioned parties are not open to all
with the exception of those held by the Icelandic Technological Institute
(I§ntæknistofnun), the Icelandic Fisheries Laboratories (Rannsóknastofnun
Fiski§na§arins), the School for the Electrical Industry (Rafi§na§arskólinn) and the
Graphic Arts Institute (Prenttæknistofnun), which follow the general principle of
having courses open to all. Sometimes participation is limited to members of the
union or others connected to it in some manner. This is the case, for example, at the
Educational Council for the Metal Industry. There may also be requirements that a
worker has at least several months’ work experience with the same employer before
being granted access to a course. This applies, for example, to unskilled fish
processing workers, despite the fact that the courses are operated completely
through public funding. The most common requirement, however, is for vocational
training acquired in school.

Educational councils and the training they offer are jointly operated by employers
and workers and financed through a specific percentage of salaries paid. These
courses are subsidised for members of the unions and professional associations
concerned, while non-members pay the full price, which in some cases may be up to
five times more. A major portion of the funding to a Vocational Training Fund is
used to support the production of instructional materials and the organisation of
courses by the above-mentioned parties.

3.3.3.3. Industrial research institutions
There are eight industrial research institutions, under the jurisdiction of three
ministries, each operating in accordance with specific legislation. These institutions
and their roles are as follows.

(1) Icelandic Technological Institute (I§ntæknistofnun). The Institute works on
technological development and increasing productivity in Icelandic industry. It is
responsible to the Ministry of Industry.

(2) The Building Research Institute of Iceland (Rannsóknastofnun byggingari§na§arins).
Its role is to encourage cost-efficient and durable construction in Iceland. To this
end practical research is carried out in most construction areas and expert advice
offered. It is responsible to the Ministry of Industry.

(3) National Energy Authority (Orkustofnun). The Authority advises the Cabinet on
energy questions, and carries out exploratory research of the country’s energy
resources. In addition the Authority provides local authorities with information
and instructions on energy questions for a fee. Thirdly, the Authority carries out
applied geological surveys, including research on ground water, the continental
shelf, etc. for the State and local authorities for a fee. Fourthly, the National
Energy Authority operates the UN Geothermal Training Programme (exclusively
for  foreign students) on the basis of a special agreement. It is responsible to the
Ministry of Industry.
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(4) The Marine Research Institute (Hafrannsóknastofnun). The Institute carries out
research and provides advice on marine resources in Icelandic waters and their
rational exploitation, on the ocean biosphere and oceanographic conditions and
the structure and characteristics of the continental shelf. It is responsible to the
Ministry of Fisheries.

(5) Icelandic Fisheries Laboratories (Rannsóknastofnun fiski§na§arins). Its role is to
encourage progress in the fishing industry through research on marine raw
materials and products. It is responsible to the Ministry of Fisheries.

(6) The Agricultural Research Institute of Iceland (Rannsóknastofnun landbúna§arins).
The Institute carries out or supervises all research and experiments in agriculture
financed from the national budget. It is responsible to the Ministry of
Agriculture.

(7) Institute of Freshwater Fisheries (Vei§imálastofnun). Its role is to carry out the
day-to-day administrative affairs of freshwater fisheries, provide instruction and
information on those fisheries, collect reports on fishing and aquaculture,
monitor the construction of aquaculture and fish-farming structures, carry out
research on inland waters and freshwater fish and experiment in aquaculture
and fish farming. It is responsible to the Ministry of Agriculture.

(8) Research Station of the Icelandic Forestry Service (Skógræktarstö§in). Its role is to
carry out any and all types of research of importance for the cultivation of trees
and forests; furthermore, to study domestic tree species and collect species and
strains of trees from abroad and study their growth and how well they thrive
under varying conditions in Iceland. In addition it develops methods of
cultivation which will increase security and productivity in forestry, carry out
selective species improvement and offer services and instruction of significance
for forestry. The institute is responsible to the Ministry of Agriculture.

The total operating expenditures for these institutions in the 1995 budget was ISK
1 915 million (EUR 24.5 million), and together they account for 606 person-years.
The total operating expenditure for information and instructional activity is ISK 75.7
million (EUR 0.96 million), or about 4 % of their total operating expenditures. The
Icelandic Technological Institute is in a special class in this respect, as some 16 % of
the operating expenditure of the Institute is the direct result of continuous
education.

3.3.3.4. Educational activities within large companies
Training directors have a professional organisation and its membership list indicates
that 16 of the 55 largest enterprises in Iceland have a full-time employee who
functions as such. These enterprises and institutions are, in fact, of varying size and
type, as Table 17 indicates.
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In addition to the enterprises and institutions listed above, the City of Reykjavík, the
Iceland Defence Force and the Municipality of Akureyri employ full-time training
directors (5 473, 922 and 752 person-years respectively). Many enterprises and
institutions have a part-time training director.

The employers mentioned here generally do not indicate the scope of training
within their companies. In some instances this is very extensive, for instance in the
case of Eimskip (the Icelandic Steamship Company), which dedicates about 2 % of its
total wage expenditure to education within the company. Clearly, the courses
offered by these enterprises are only intended for their workers. The purpose is
primarily to strengthen the enterprise itself. About one third of enterprises and
institutions with over 250 person-years have training directors, and as far as can be
determined these positions have only been created in the past 10 years.

3.3.3.5. Educational activities within public institutions
A considerable number of large public institutions organise basic training and
continuous vocational education for their workers and operate special educational
sections for this purpose. These institutions include the following:
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Enterprise Person-years Turnover Turnover per
1994 1994 person-year

(ISK million) (ISK million)*

Post and telecommunications 2 230 10 131 4.54
Icelandair 1 273 15 470 12.15
Reykjavík Municipal Hospital 1 261 3 546 2.81
National Bank of Iceland 1 126 11 037 9.8
Reykjavík Pre-school Services 1 074 1 989 1.85
The Icelandic Steamship Co. Eimskip 788 9 558 12.13
Íslandsbanki 732 6 863 9.38
Agricultural Bank of Iceland 606 5 188 8.56
Icelandic Aluminium 519 11 141 21.47
Olíufélagi’fl (Esso) 350 8 604 24.58
National Power Company 329 6 917 21.02
Hrafnista Senior Citizens’ Care Home 262 520 1.98
VÍS Insurance 190 5 257 27.67

Total person-years 10 740
Total turnover 96 221 8.96

Table 17.  Large enterprises and institutions in Iceland which 
have a full-time training director

SOURCE:  MEMBERSHIP LIST OF THE TRAINING DIRECTORS’ ORGANISATION AND FRJÁLS VERSLUN NO 7, 1995

* ISK 1 000 000 = ECU 12 660 



Post and telecommunications Postal and Telecommunication
School

Ministry of Justice The State Police College
Public banks, Íslandsbanki and the Savings Banks Banking School
Iceland Fire Authority Iceland Fire Authority School
Directorate of Customs State Customs Officers’ School
Bureau of Administrative Reform Public administration training
State Prison Administration Prison Warders’ School

These schools are only open to the employees or prospective employees of the
institution concerned. An attempt is made to provide an indication of some of the
main figures on the scope of these activities in Table 18, below.

69

T h e  v o c a t i o n a l  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  t r a i n i n g  s y s t e m

C
h

a
p

te
r 

II
I 

  
T

h
e

 v
o

ca
ti

o
n

a
l 

e
d

u
ca

ti
o

n
 a

n
d

 t
ra

in
in

g
 s

y
st

e
m

Institution Number of Estimated Estimated
employees number of cost of school

students 1995 operations,
(new students (ISK 1 000)*
and in-service

trainees)

Postal and Telecommunication 
School (1) 2 418 477 20 000
The State Police College 604 286 30 000
Banking School 3 300 800 10 000
Iceland Fire Authority School 1 700 160 8 000
State Customs Officers’ School (2) 200 70
Public administration training
(Bureau of Administrative
Reform) (3) (22 000) 550 10 000
Seamen’s Live-Saving School (4) (7 000) 1 400 40 000
Prison Warders’ School (5) 100

* ISK 1 000 000 = ECU 12 660 

(1) In addition, individual departments of the institution carry out in-service training,
especially related to new technology. Total expenditure on in-service training for
post and telecommunications is estimated at around ISK 60 million.

(2) The Customs Officers’ School operates in accordance with the new Customs Act,
No 69/1996 which will mean a substantial increase in its scope.

(3) Strictly speaking, all public servants have the right to attend training courses in
public administration.

(4) Most of the students of the school are fishermen and sailors, but any persons
interested in life-saving may attend.

(5) Work is underway on a regulation concerning the training of prison warders which
will increase this number considerably.

Table 18.  Schools operated by public institutions

SOURCE  GYLFI EINARSSON 1998.



3.3.3.6. Surveys of the need for and quality of continuing vocational
education
The Confederation of Icelandic Employers (VSÍ) and Intercom (Sammennt — the
Icelandic Network for the Education and Research Community) carried out a study
of the extent of continuing vocational education in Icelandic businesses with over 10
employees during the year 1995. The survey covered all companies within VSÍ having
more than 10 employees as well as the largest companies within the Icelandic
Chamber of Commerce (Verslunarrá§), a total of 527 enterprises. These are
exclusively private sector companies. They comprise 38 % of all enterprises in Iceland
with over 10 employees, including public enterprises. Information as to whether job
training or continuing vocational education had been offered was received from
374 companies, or 71 % of the sample.

The total number of person-years was around 20 000 or just over 16 % of the
national total. Most of the enterprises in the sample were in the fisheries sector
(27.6 %), manufacturing (29.3 %) and commerce (15.6 %).

The total number of person-years in all the 1 400 Icelandic enterprises and institutions
with over 10 employees is about 74 000. Their employees number around 83 000.

The main conclusions of the survey on the scope of continuing education are as
follows.
• Employees of 67 % of enterprises in the sample attended some sort of job

training in 1995. A comparable survey carried out in 1990 indicated that at that
time 58 % of employees attended some sort of course.

• Participation is greater as the size of the enterprise grows. About half of the
enterprises with 10 to 15 employees sent workers on courses, while around 90 %
of the enterprises with over 100 employees did so. Most often it is specialists
(72 %) and middle management (52 %) that attend courses, while general
workers are in the next lowest category (24 %). This is generally the case
regardless of the size of the enterprise. At the same time, it is most frequently
employees with a university degree (79 %) who seek continuing specialised
education. There was no significant difference between the sexes with respect
to attending continuing education.

• Some 33 % of the enterprises had a special employee responsible for continuous
vocational education, and this was closely related to the size of the enterprise
(55 % of enterprises with over 100 employees and only 19 % of those with 10 to
15 employees). The average time spent on this work is 35.1 hours per month, or
less than one quarter of a full position.

• The enterprises paid the full cost of training in 90 % of cases and professional
training funds participated in the cost in 15 % of cases. Direct expenditure on
training in enterprises in the country with over 10 employees would appear,
from the survey, to be around ISK 800 million and this benefited about 20 000
employees. This is almost 16 % of the workforce. By comparison, public
expenditure on university education and research amounted to ISK 2.9 billion
(ECU 36.7 million), on upper secondary education ISK 4.7 billion (ECU 59.5
million) and on compulsory education ISK 5.5 billion (ECU 69.6 million) in 1995.
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3.3.3.7. Collective agreements on cooperation in continuing vocational
education in practice
Five associations within the Icelandic Federation of Labour have investigated
continuing vocational education among their member unions.

According to this survey the union Sókn, the Union of Assistants in Hospitals, etc.,
has built up regular activities in this area. The course system is comprised of
individual units and workers completing all of them receive a pay increase. The
system is jointly organised by workers and employers. Employers, who are primarily
State and municipal institutions, as well as independently operated health care
institutions, pay for the courses. Some 23 % of union members attended a course in
1995.

The other four associations have not made training a permanent aspect of their
activities in cooperation with employers. Two of them, however, the Icelandic Shop
and Office Workers Federation (Landssamband verslunarmanna) and the Federation
of Icelandic Factory Workers (Landssamband i §nverkafólks), have formed jointly
with employers educational councils or cooperation committees for in-service and
continuing education. The role of the educational councils is to organise and handle
continuing education activities.

The Factory Workers’ Educational Council has held courses for unskilled workers
since 1987. Most workers attend a 40-hour basic training course, but there is no
follow-up. Follow-up courses are, however, in preparation. Some 6 % of union
members attended a course in 1995.

The Educational Council of Shop and Office Workers was established in 1982 and re-
established in 1992. It organises short courses comprised of 20-hour modules for
shop and office workers in cooperation with upper secondary schools. Basic courses
are already offered and follow-up courses are in preparation. Some 2 % of union
members attended a course in 1995.

About 26 000 people have access to these courses in accordance with the collective
bargaining agreements of the two Federations and Sókn. It varies as to whether
courses are held during working hours and whether employees are paid full wages
while attending. The participation of individual employees depends upon the
employer and this has reportedly created problems in small enterprises, especially
outside the region surrounding the capital.

Unions within the Icelandic General and Transport Workers’ Federation
(Verkamannasamband Íslands) do not have a general agreement in this respect, but
each union must handle its own affairs. Most of them do have provisions for
training in their agreements but their implementation varies greatly and there is no
overall summary of these activities available from the Federation. The Federation
includes some 24 000 workers.

Workers in fish processing are in a special position in this respect. The Job Training
Committee in Fish Processing has carried out continuing education activities since
1986. This is covered by provisions in wage agreements. Activities are paid for
primarily by a special allocation in the budget of the Ministry of Fisheries. Some
11 600 workers have received instruction on courses held by the job training
committee over a ten-year period. Some 9 500 people work in the sector at present.
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3.3.3.8. The Vocational Training Council and Vocational Training Fund
One of the tasks of the Vocational Training Council of the Ministry for Social Affairs
is to distribute grants from the Vocational Training Fund for the purpose of holding
courses and producing instructional materials for vocational training in industry, in
accordance with Act No 19/1992. The fund has had ISK 40 to 50 million (ECU 500 000
to 630 000) annually at its disposal and has from its inception distributed some ISK
235 million (ECU 3 million) or 20 to 45 grants each year. The average grant is
approximately ISK 1.6 million (ECU 20 250), and during its five years’ of operation
some 70 different parties have received grants of varying sizes. It should, however,
be borne in mind that the number of parties who have received grants only partly
reflects the variety of the studies which have been supported or the breadth of the
group attending. Many of the applicants offer a wide variety of vocational training
directed at a very broad section of the labour force.

Another principal role of the Vocational Educational Council is to advise the
government on policy in vocational training in industry and on continuing
vocational education.
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