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Majority of Indian workers are
part of the so-called informal
economy. Government of India
aims to improve the education
system for young Indians so that
they may have better chances to
enter the formal economy.  Since
it is a long way until the Indian
economy will be able to absorb
the large number of school
leavers, it is also important to
target workers in the informal
economy and improve their liv-
ing conditions. It is essential to
understand how informal work-
ers currently learn. This paper
analyses these learning pro-
cesses by means of a case study
of a group of small-scale me-
chanics in two semi-urban re-
gions in South India. The study
is based on qualitative interviews
with informal workers, and
seeks to bring out the perspec-
tive of the mechanics themselves.

Introduction

Despite strong economic growth of
the Indian economy in recent years, the
International Labor Organization (ILO)
classifies 92 percent of employment in the
Indian labor force of 480 million people
as informal employment (ILO, 2015;
Mitra, 2015). Work in the informal
economy is typically characterized by a
low degree of social protection and a non-
application of labor legislation (ILO,
2013). In order to improve labor market
outcomes in India, international organiza-
tions strongly advocate to improve not only
the education system for young learners,
but to also focus on skills development
programs for informal workers (see, for
example, World Bank, 2008). To be ef-
fective, it is evident that these training
programs shall be relevant for both the
informal workers and the labor market.
We argue that much more fundamental
research work is needed in the Indian
context to understand the actual training
needs of the informal workers.

In this paper, we follow the approach
of the micro-perspective. We aim to
gather considerably valuable information
by addressing the research questions from
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the perspective of informal workers, with
due regard to their backgrounds and opin-
ions. This shall be a useful and inevitable
complement to the analysis of statistics
and theoretical concepts in regard to the
informal economy and skills development
to set up effective programs. In the
present case study, we attempt to
complement statistics for the informal
economy in Tamil Nadu that do exist
(see, for example, National Skill Devel-
opment Corporation [NSDC] 2012) with
our research insights.

Hoerner (2000) argues that research-
ers shall first attempt to understand the
cultural and historical contexts before
suggesting improvements. This is particu-
larly relevant in the Indian context and
the Indian informal economy, which is
characterized by a large degree of het-
erogeneity. In our application of
Hoerner’s concept, we evaluate educa-
tion levels, local traditions, work behav-
iors and general attitudes of the re-
searched group as the basis to under-
stand how they actually learn.

Specifically, we analyze self-em-
ployed small-scale mechanics in two
semi-urban regions in Tamil Nadu,
namely Thanjavur and Vellore. An in-
depth case study based on qualitative in-
terviews with informally employed me-
chanics is the basic data for our analy-
sis. Our questions of interest are: How
do informal small-scale mechanics ac-
quire their skills? What skill set do they
possess? What relevance do different
forms of learning have for them? What
problems do they face in receiving bet-
ter learning outcomes? Which are the

existing structures to improve the skills
for them?

The general approach of the research
corresponds to a study of Pilz, Uma and
Venkatram (2015), in which the authors
examine learning patterns of street food
vendors in two Indian cities. With regard
to learning patterns of mechanics, a com-
prehensive study of Barber (2004) exists,
in which the author made extensive use
of observations in a workshop in North
India. Also, Sodhi (2014) analyzed the situ-
ation of 100 motor mechanics in Ludhiana-
Punjab. All three studies found a certain
amount of work based learning, mostly
informal learning and the formation of tacit
knowledge and competences (see for de-
tails below). However, we find studies on
the informal economy from the informal
workers’ perspectives are limited to a small
number of research projects. Therefore
more empirical data is needed to fill the
research gap and to generate more reli-
able empirical data. The present study
seeks to provide complementary perspec-
tives to develop a comprehensive under-
standing of skill development and learn-
ing in the informal economy in India. For
a good overview of the informal economy
in India, we refer the readers to the stud-
ies of the World Bank (2008) and Chen
and Doane (2008). For statistical figures
of the informal economy in Tamil Nadu,
the NSDC (2012) provides detailed infor-
mation about socioeconomic factors for
each district.

Definition of Formal, Non-Formal &
Informal Learning

In order to build on extant theory that
explains characteristics of different
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learning patterns and to categorize our
findings, we first introduce three distinct
concepts of learning:

Formal learning takes place in edu-
cation and training institutions, leading to
recognized diplomas and qualifications

Non-formal learning takes place
alongside the mainstream systems of
education and training and does not typi-
cally lead to formalized certificates. Non-
formal learning may be provided in the
workplace and through the activities of
civil society organizations and groups. It
can also be provided through organiza-
tions or services that have been set up to
complement formal systems

Informal learning is a natural ac-
companiment to everyday life. Unlike
formal and non-formal learning, informal
learning is not necessarily intentional
learning, and so may well not be recog-
nized even by individuals themselves as
contributing to their knowledge and skills.
(Commission of the European Commu-
nities [EC], 2000)

The learners are not in a position
to explicitly narrate their learning
processes.

We placed our analytical focus on
informal learning processes, as we as-
sume these to be the main learning pro-
cesses that are relevant for the informal
economy (as per ILO, 2012). It is im-
portant to understand that, following this
concept, we assume that the learners are
not in a position to explicitly narrate their

learning processes. Thus, we needed to
make use of research methods that are
consistent with this notion.

Our evaluation of case studies fo-
cuses on the following dimensions for
reasons elaborated below: (a) informal
apprenticeships, (b) the social environ-
ment and (c) the motivation to learn since
we specifically evaluated these dimen-
sions.

(a) Informal apprenticeship is gen-
erally viewed as the typical form to train
young individuals in the informal economy
(ILO 2012). The ILO (2012) defines in-
formal apprenticeship as follows:

“Informal apprenticeship relates to a
system by which a young learner (the
apprentice) acquires the skills for a trade
or craft in a micro- or small enterprise
learning and working side by side with
an experienced craftsperson. Apprentice
and master craftsperson conclude a train-
ing agreement that is embedded in local
norms and traditions of a society. Costs
of training are shared between appren-
tice and master craftsperson.”

Apprentice and master craft-
sperson conclude a training agree-
ment that is embedded in local
norms and traditions of a society.
Costs of training are shared be-
tween apprentice and master
craftsperson.”

Informal  apprent iceships  can
clearly be distinguished from vocational
education and training (VET) programs,
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which are embedded in formal institu-
tions, are structured and lead to recog-
nized certificates (Sodhi & Wessels,
2016). Scholars associate informal ap-
prenticeships with a lot of challenges
and problems, which include that the
quality of the program is typically not
monitored, that learners do not receive
certificates (ILO, 2013) and that con-
tinued learning is not enhanced, as in-
formal apprenticeships typically do not
make use of theoretical knowledge and
largely rely on practical applications
(UNESCO, 2012). Furthermore, Bar-
ber (2004) argues that deficiencies in
reflective practices lead to minor learn-
ing outcomes and the lack of problem-
solving skills for new challenges result
in low productivity of the workers.
However, there are inevitable benefits,
such as its accessibility, as no entry re-
quirements typically exist and the fact
that the transfer of knowledge to the
learner is very relevant to generate in-
come. Furthermore, informal appren-
ticeships often provide subsequent em-
ployment to the apprentice (ILO, 2012;
Barber 2004).

(b) In analyzing informal learning
patterns, this paper assumes that the en-
tire social environment is a potential
source for (particularly informal) learn-
ing (Pilz & Wilmshoefer, 2015). However,
it considerably depends on the abilities
and (c) the motivation of the individual
person, whether this potential can be ex-
ploited (Pilz, Uma &Venkatram, 2015;
Pilz & Wilmshoefer, 2015). Consequen-
tially, we evaluate these dimensions in
detail.

Methodology & Sampling

We followed the approach of a case
study, in which we conducted in-depth
qualitative interviews with ten small-
scale mechanics. In addition to these in-
terviews, we carefully observed the
working environment, the mechanics’
working conditions and their work duties
as well as their social interactions. By
applying the concept of a case study, we
believe to have gathered valuable infor-
mation on topics that are studied only
rudimentary by other scholars, particu-
larly from the informal workers’ perspec-
tives. The research strategy is explorative
in nature, which means that we posed
open questions and let the individuals
narrate their responses to our research
questions.

The study makes use of semi-struc-
tured, qualitative interviews. This method
was followed due to its ease of access
to the surveyed persons. The respondents
had considerable time to narrate about
their daily routines, work duties and so-
cial environment so that we could exam-
ine informal learning processes. We ap-
plied semi-structured questionnaires to
cover all relevant topics. By doing so, we
could flexibly react to circumstances and
pose follow-up questions to gather a bet-
ter understanding of particular responses.

It is surely challenging to thoroughly
evaluate learning processes by our meth-
ods of interviews and short observations.
This is particularly due to the nature of
informal learning: individuals often do not
recognize what they learned or how they
learned and thus, cannot explicitly
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express potential learning outcomes (Pilz,
Uma &Venkatram, 2015; Pilz &
Wilmshoefer, 2015). This inherent knowl-
edge of an individual is termed tacit
knowledge (Polanyi, 1966). Notwith-
standing these shortcomings, we believe
that our case study generated sufficient
information on learning outcomes and
processes.

The majority of the interviews
were conducted face-to-face and
individually.

The majority of the interviews were
conducted face-to-face and individually.
While translating from Tamil into English,
potential problems were expected in the
form of incomplete or imprecise trans-
fers of information. In order to mitigate
these problems, we carefully instructed
the translators. Subsequent to each in-
terview, we held short discussion to re-
view and iron out possible misunderstand-
ings.

We completed all interviews at the
workplaces of the mechanics to estab-
lish an open atmosphere at the natural
environment of our interview partners.
We visited the mechanics during work-
ing hours, in most cases, in the afternoons,
to bypass a possible heavy workload in
the mornings and generally experienced
the atmosphere to be very open.

We broadly categorized our research
questions into different relevant dimen-
sions and placed particular emphasis on
an understanding of the learning pro-
cesses. In respect to our understanding

of learning as a process, we attempted
to not narrow the questions to learning
outcomes, but to evaluate dimensions
such as work duties and routines, the
social environment and the general char-
acter traits of an individual. Furthermore,
we placed considerable attention to as-
sess the socioeconomic status of the
workers and examine their satisfaction
levels.

The case study was conducted in two
different districts in Tamil Nadu,
Thanjavur and Vellore, both towns being
relatively small by Indian standards with
a population of approximately 200,000
inhabitants each. We selected eligible
mechanics by approaching particular ar-
eas where small-scale mechanics are
known to operate. Subsequently, we ap-
proached the majority of the small-scale
workshops randomly, one after another
with no consideration of visible differ-
ences such as, the size of their workshop.
All requested mechanics showed  strong
willingness to participate in interviews
and provided us with valuable informa-
tion.

The sample contains six mechanics
from Thanjavur district and four mechan-
ics from Vellore district. Eight businesses
are motorcycle workshops and one is a
truck workshop. In consideration of the
similarities of both districts, we found that
a grouping of workers depending on the
place of operation did not lead to addi-
tional insights. Instead, we grouped the
sample depending on the individual’s age,
since we evaluated that the young age
group (four individuals from 23 to 25
years) and the old age group (six indi-
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viduals from 28 to 53 years) differ in di-
mensions such as educational attainment
and qualifications.

The sample contains a wide range of
ages (23 to 53 years) of male sex only.
Eight individuals in the sample are self-
employed, owning a very small business
of up to four workers in total, whereas
the two employees are both sons of the
respective business owners. Four out of
the eight self-employed are classified
own-account workers since they do not
employ any additional worker. In three
businesses with additional employees,
family members form part of the
workforce. These individuals either plan
to take over the business or are simply
employed due to a lack of alternatives to
generate income.

We found that the majority of the
individuals started the mechanical trade
directly after school or graduation from
their studies. Since most customers
continuously consult the same me-
chanic for repair works and thus, a lot
of interaction with the local community
exists, we assume that the mechanics
enjoy a fairly high social standing within
their communities. However, all me-
chanics with children articulated they
did not wish their sons to start the me-
chanical trade, pointing to the assump-
tion that the occupation is not highly
reputed in the social environment. Fur-
thermore, the preference for “white
collar” jobs of young people in the re-
gion as well as the clearly articulated
wish of most mechanics that their chil-
dren should not start the mechanical
trade, point to the assumption that the

occupation is not highly reputed in the
social environment.

Formal Education & Formal
Vocational Training

For the mechanics in the sample, we
found, similar to the findings of Sodhi
(2014) relatively high educational attain-
ments: all individuals went at least to pri-
mary school, four dropped out after or in
upper primary school and the remaining
four attended classes in secondary school
(for detailed information on the educa-
tion system in India see Pilz, 2016a). In-
terestingly, two young mechanics went
to school for the complete 12 years. We
found evident differences between the
age groups, the younger mechanics hav-
ing completed more years on average.

All individuals in the sample with 10
years of schooling subsequently pursued
formal education or vocational training
(VT): two mechanics received diplomas
from Industrial Training Institutes (ITIs)
and two mechanics completed a
bachelor’s degree in Computer Science.
However, only one individual has re-
ceived formal VT for the mechanical
trade, as the other ITI graduate was
trained to become a fitter. It is interest-
ing that all interview respondents, in-
cluding the ITI automobile engineering
certificate holder, argued they learned
the mechanical trade informally by
means of practice in their workshops.
Notwithstanding this claim, we argue
that nine mechanics (the ITI automobile
engineering holder excluded) learned
their trade by means of informal appren-
ticeships, as we assume that the outlier
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learned considerable skills during his
formal VT. The two individuals who fin-
ished 12th standard both graduated in
Computer Sciences and are now em-
ployed in the workshops of their fathers.
One of them sees his current employ-
ment as a transition phase until he ob-
tains a better job. The other wants to
take over his father’s business. Both
currently support the development of
their businesses. In terms of learning,
both indicated that their education had
not prepared them in any way for their
occupation. However, considering our
observations of learning processes, we
doubt this view since particularly those
who completed formal programs have
developed a broad skills set. Further-
more, we will elaborate that formal learn-
ing enhances proactive behavior.

In terms of learning, both indicated
that their education had not pre-
pared them in any way for their
occupation.

Six mechanics in the sample have not
completed any formal VT. All of them
have a lower education level than the
other four mechanics and none has com-
pleted 10th grade. This finding corre-
sponds to the fact that it is normally not
possible for students below 10th grade
to attend formal VT programs. As a re-
sult, there was simply no other option for
early school leavers than acquiring skills
outside the formal system. As we will
show that non-formal programs are not
relevant for new motorcycle models. In-
formal apprenticeship systems provide
the only option to develop skills for the

mechanical trade for low performing stu-
dents.

Considering the apparent education
levels within the informal economy, it is
not surprising that the four mechanics
have completed either a formal educa-
tion or a formal VT. Even though the to-
tal seating capacity of ITIs in the region
is low (6,200 in Thanjavur and 6,900 in
Vellore), the capacity for the mechani-
cal trade is comparatively high (900 in
Thanjavur and 1,250 in Vellore). How-
ever, it is important to note that those who
completed formal VT as well as the two
bachelor graduates could not obtain em-
ployment in the formal economy to date,
a notion that is in accordance with find-
ings of the NSDC (2012) that formal jobs
are in short supply in the regions of re-
search (see also Mehrotra, 2014; Pilz,
2016b).

Working Conditions & Job
Satisfaction

We found that no mechanic in the
sample needed to work in any additional
job, which scholars generally view as a
typical characteristic of work in the in-
formal economy in South India (Chen &
Doane, 2008). This finding implies that
the mechanics in our sample can earn
their livelihoods through their mechani-
cal trade. It was surprising for us to learn
that eight individuals possess a private
life insurance (even though the insured
amount is very low). These mechanics
argued that they intended to secure their
families’ financial security and thus see
the necessity to arrange for such provi-
sions. One mechanic, the owner of the
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largest business, even plans to cover both
the workshop and the employees under
an insurance scheme. However, these
findings should not belie the notion that
social security for these mechanics is gen-
erally low: First, the insured amount of
life insurances lies in a range of 30,000
to 300,000 INR only. Second, government
schemes cannot secure the mechanics in
case an inability to work occurs, for ex-
ample as a result from an accident.

Five of the researched workshops
are affiliated with local mechanics asso-
ciations. The main added value is that
these associations arrange for trainings
that are promoted by manufacturers of
new motorcycle models. But these asso-
ciations also provide other benefits: The
association of one mechanic want to de-
velop a pension plan and complete health
checks once a year for its members.
Another interview partner argued that
associations might also facilitate the ac-
cess to credit. However, our overall as-
sessment of the benefits of these asso-
ciations is mixed, as some appreciate the
support and others only see minor ben-
efits. Our general impression was that
the support largely depends on individual
involvement as well as the engagement
of the particular association. However,
we argue that the potential to contribute
to improved productivity and learning
could be considerably enhanced using
these associations as a means to reach
the informal workers, since they could
function as an entry point into the sys-
tem.

We observed that all mechanics in the
sample are extremely dedicated toward

their work. Also due to the necessity to
generate income and serve a lot of cus-
tomers, they work very long hours: on
average, the mechanics work 12.7 hours
daily and 26 days monthly. All mechan-
ics with children particularly emphasized
that they needed the income to provide a
good education for their children. We
assume that only the long working hours
assure sufficient incomes to finance the
studies. Also, since the mechanics only
enjoy limited social protection, the gen-
eration of income is necessary to save
for economically challenging situations in
future (Sodhi, 2014).

Due to the necessity to generate
income and serve a lot of custom-
ers, they work very long hours.

Despite the fact that almost half the
mechanics in the sample find their income
“not enough”, we were surprised about
the high job satisfaction levels: all me-
chanics told us they were generally sat-
isfied with their trade. We assume the
main reason is that the individuals strongly
identify themselves with their work and
that they perceive most work tasks as
very challenging. After they completed
particular work tasks, they might experi-
ence a feeling of accomplishment. Fur-
thermore, we believe that many mechan-
ics see themselves as experts in their
particular work areas. Also, they men-
tioned that the good quality service and
the contribution to the local society are
reasons to be satisfied with their jobs. The
feeling of pride as well as a high self-
confidence in skills is very apparent for
the majority of the interviewed persons
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(see also Barber, 2004). In this regard,
many mechanics argued that their work-
shop was reputed for its quality work.
Exemplary is the statement of 23-year
old Raja “as precise as we do, no one
does”. This finding is in line with a study
of Pilz, Uma and Venkatram (2015), in
which the authors found a high level of
pride articulated by street food vendors
in India.

The Skill Set of the Mechanics

We emphasized that most of the me-
chanics in the sample are self-employed
and generate sufficient incomes for their
families (despite difficult working condi-
tions). Therefore, we conclude that they
successfully operate their workshops.
Managing an own business is surely a
complex exercise: even though the me-
chanics commonly referred to technical
skills and good quality work as the basis
to retain customers and generate income,
we assume that the mechanics possess
a variety of skills that assure a success-
ful business.

The mechanics do not view non-
technical skills, such as organiza-
tional or financial skills, as rel-
evant for their businesses.

Our general impression is that the
mechanics do not view non-technical
skills, such as organizational or financial
skills, as relevant for their businesses.
Correspondingly, they do not specifically
dedicate time to develop such skills. How-
ever, we observed that the mechanics are
not occupied with the mere repair of

motorcycles, but instead undertake vari-
ous other tasks. Particularly interesting
is the perception that all mechanics con-
stantly evaluate the markets, as they
commonly expressed good knowledge
about new motorcycle types or the cur-
rent economic situation of competitors.
Therefore, they are very aware of mar-
ket demands and constantly evaluate
opportunities to improve their businesses.
Since this knowledge was not mentioned
by our interview partners, we assume
that a lot of tacit knowledge is apparent.
In fact, they could have developed very
strong abilities and a lot of different skills
that could not be analyzed in our re-
search.

We gathered a broad overview of
(non-technical) business skills. To sum-
marize our findings in advance, the me-
chanics in the sample demonstrated (a)
limited use of advertising measures and
(b) a very limited financial literacy,
whereas (c) price negotiations were very
common. Consider that low skills in these
specific areas result from the fact that
the mechanics have not received any
training in these areas:

(a) In regard to advertisement, the
mechanics in the sample typically argued
“it is all about the word of mouth” and
that good quality work was sufficient to
attract customers. Only one mechanic
advertises his services using microphone
sets, whereas many mechanics consider
their shop signs sufficient to receive at-
tention. Thus, advertising is used to a very
limited extent. An assessment whether
corresponding measures would be effec-
tive is not subject of this case study, how-
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ever, it must be noted that workshops
typically operate next to each other and
a corresponding mutual understanding
between mechanics might exist that lim-
its the use of advertisement measures.

The overall financial l iteracy
seems very limited.

(b) The overall financial literacy
seems very limited: even though many
mechanics are aware of sources for loans
(that are often informal), none had ap-
proached a loan to date. Exemplary for
a lack of basic knowledge about finan-
cial products stands Kuleandi: “I will sim-
ply approach the bank to ask for a loan”.
Two mechanics of the sample indeed plan
to request for a loan to expand their
workshops, whereas the others (six me-
chanics also plan to expand their busi-
nesses) want to rely on savings. How-
ever, we also found outliers, such as  the
24-year old Computer Science graduate
Muthi, who explained turnover and costs
in detail to both his father and the re-
searchers. This finding suggests that
learning by formal education could be
much more relevant for business opera-
tions than many mechanics think.

(c) Apart from limited use of adver-
tising measures and a generally very low
financial literacy (despite the mentioned
exception), the finding that the mechan-
ics commonly negotiate prices points to
the variety of work tasks: some work-
shops offer discounts for regular custom-
ers whereas others negotiate or simply
bargain. One mechanic specifically men-
tioned to compare prices with other

workshops and to set own prices accord-
ingly. Interestingly, this is also Computer
Science graduate Muthi. It points to the
assumption that such skills were acquired
by means of formal education.

We assume that social skills are nec-
essary to successfully operate these
workshops, since good relationships with
surrounding workshop owners, spare
parts suppliers or the local associations
assure a high degree of knowledge shar-
ing. Also, the exchange of tools is an
incentive to maintain good relationships.
Furthermore, social skills and organiza-
tional skills are required to delegate work
duties and organize operations. As the
mechanics constantly interact with cus-
tomers, we believe that further social
skills are evident. These include cus-
tomer orientation and communication
skills. All these skills and abilities con-
siderably contribute to the successful
operation of the businesses. Also, we
inferred that the workers need to be
highly flexible, creative and innovative,
since they need to deal with challenging
conditions in the workshops such as the
limited availability of tools and need to
provide low cost solutions to their cus-
tomers.

Learning by Informal
Apprenticeships

We emphasized that the informal ap-
prenticeship is the common form of
learning basic skills for the mechanics in
the sample. We argue that learning is
often completed by mere observation as
well as simple practical imitation and that
it is generally delivered without the trans-
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fer of theoretical knowledge. In order to
provide additional insights, we further
want to elaborate particular findings.

First, we wish to emphasize that
most mechanics in the sample themselves
do not see a lot of value in the transfer
of theoretical knowledge. For informal
apprenticeships, this finding applies both
for the apprentice and the master
craftsperson equally. This was clearly
expressed byDenakaran: “It’s all about
self-learning” or the finding that most
successful business owner Peter empha-
sized he learned all his skills from prac-
tice, despite his formal diploma in auto-
mobile engineering. It became apparent
that there is no work culture that appre-
ciates the benefits of theoretical train-
ing. Since all mechanics were trained by
practice oriented methods, this is the stan-
dard means for them and thus, they also
transfer their knowledge to the next gen-
eration using these practical training
methods that largely rely on learning by
imitation.

There is no work culture that ap-
preciates the benefits of theoreti-
cal training.

Very interesting is also the high de-
pendence on the supervisor that we ob-
served, which possibly leads to low learn-
ing outcomes. Often, only one supervi-
sor is responsible for the training, an as-
pect that makes potential problems se-
vere: It is particularly an issue for the
apprentice if the vocational skills or the
training skills of the trainer are limited or
his motivation level is low. In regard to

the latter, Ramesh claimed: “Three out
of four mechanics were not interested to
teach me” and explained “business own-
ers never want the workers to know ev-
erything because they might leave with
their knowledge”.

Notwithstanding this dependence, the
general quality of the supervisors was
assessed very good. The majority of the
mechanics was very satisfied and de-
scribed their supervisor as “the best”,
“the expert” or “very experienced”. It
must be considered that these assess-
ments mainly relate to technical skills of
the supervisors or master craftsmen,
since the transfer of non-technical knowl-
edge seems hardly relevant, at least
when we evaluate explicit learning out-
comes. As already emphasized, it seems
that the mechanics do not request to learn
these skills and instead are more inter-
ested in achieving a master status in a
particular technical field.

A further interesting finding is that:
in four cases, the mechanic’s father was
the supervisor, at least for some part of
the apprenticeship. This finding corre-
sponds to the general perception that the
family is highly influential for a young
person, not only in the selection of an
occupation, but also in his training itself.

We also identified the common prob-
lem articulated by ILO (2012), that in-
formal workers do not receive certifi-
cates for their apprenticeships since
many mechanics learned their skills from
people within their close network. Con-
sequently, informally employed workers
cannot signal their skills and abilities to
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other potential employers (UNESCO,
2012). From the perspective of the me-
chanics in the sample, we found that they
generally do not appreciate the value of
these certificates: They argued it was
simply not common to issue such docu-
ments and seemed to accept this condi-
tion. Also, one mechanic claimed the gen-
eral pattern for formal workshops is to
hand out certificates after ten years of
employment only. It is very apparent that
this “common practice” is widely ac-
cepted within the group of mechanics.
Again, many mechanics simply proceed
with certain structures and patterns that
are largely accepted as norms within their
group.

Informal & Non-formal Learning

We assume that the mechanics in the
sample developed their skills over a long
time span. Generally, we shall describe
the learning processes as reactive, par-
ticularly in regard to technical skills: The
majority of the mechanics in the sample
typically does not anticipate problems in
a proactive manner, but react to new
problems and challenges. Requested to
recall particular skills acquired within the
last year, the interview respondents com-
monly referred to technical skills such as
the ability to install new sensors, repair
motorcycle grips or service new types of
motorcycles. All these skills were usu-
ally developed upon customer requests.
Subsequent to these requests, different
methods are used to approach the prob-
lem: some mechanics read the manuals
and others contact the manufacturer or
use the Internet to identify required spare
parts. Interestingly, two mechanics men-

tioned to gather with other mechanics to
discuss technical problems. Thus, the
importance of social networks and re-
spective social skills becomes apparent.
It must be noted that the degree of pro-
activity certainly varies across individu-
als and mainly refers to the solution of
technical problems. For example, with
regard to business expansion plans, some
interview respondents demonstrated a
high degree of pro-activity.

Our respondents described their daily
work tasks as challenging and the com-
petition between workshops as fierce.
The expectation of customers to receive
quality service contributes to a demand-
ing learning environment and the perma-
nent introduction of new models of ve-
hicle makes learning very complex. The
exposure to this environment surely en-
hances informal learning. Also due to
these factors, a number of workshops
move into a specialization in certain tech-
nical fields such as the repair of engines
or the exclusive service for particular
motorcycle types. Thus, we argue that
the high complexity leads to an enhanced
learning in that specific technical field.
The fact that these technical skills were
developed without attending any formal
or non-formal training program results in
our conclusion that learning by doing is
the main form of learning in the sample.

Learning by doing is the main form
of learning in the sample.

Despite these patterns of informal
learning, the mechanics in the sample
occasionally attend training programs of
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motorcycle manufacturers in order to
learn about new models in the market.
We classify this form of learning non-for-
mal, since the manufacturers’ training is
provided alongside the formal system.
The mechanics associations have the
function to transfer respective informa-
tion to the mechanics. Subsequently, the
mechanics who are interested in receiv-
ing training are invited to the manufac-
turers’ branch premises for a short dura-
tion (usually one day only) and typically
receive certificates of attendance. Many
mechanics highly value these opportuni-
ties and travel long distances to locations
like Chennai or Bangalore. The fact that
the manufacturers provide meals
incentivizes the mechanics to attend
these trainings. We could not find out
whether the mechanics use the corre-
sponding certificates to signal their fa-
miliarity with certain new models to their
customers, but all the mechanics seem
to value these certificates. We assume
this to be a direct and relevant incen-
tive for mechanics to attend these
trainings. This is particularly surprising,
since the common practice, at least for
informal apprenticeships, is not to issue
any certificate. However, the relevance
and learning outcomes of these trainings
should not be overstated, since learning
is largely limited to the presentation and
short explanations of new models only
and the training takes place only occa-
sionally and attendance depends on the
motivation of the individual and his fi-
nancial situation (since he will need to
interrupt his work to attend these
trainings). Majority of mechanics at-
tended one to three times in total only.
However, some exceptions exist, such

as the 38-year old Subramani who re-
ceived this form of training more than
ten times. Despite the presentation of
models, the main benefit could lie in the
gathering with other mechanics which
enhances the exchange of information
and knowledge.

The mechanics told us that the main
problem to attend these trainings was the
inability to leave their workshops, since
income cannot be generated during the
time of absence. This burden seems to
outweigh the potential benefits for many
mechanics. Furthermore, one mechanic
emphasized: “I had the opportunity to at-
tend such training but I refused because
I do not feel comfortable (because) that
I cannot read and write”. Even though
this case is an exception in the sample, it
could be a problem for a large number of
other mechanics, taking the number of
illiterate persons in the Indian labor force
into consideration. It is reasonable to as-
sume that there is no other training pro-
vider that delivers non-formal training,
since no mechanic mentioned any further
training program. In case there were
NGOs active in this respect, they are at
least not relevant for the mechanics in
the sample. Thus, the sources of learn-
ing for the mechanics (outside their net-
work) are very limited. We assume this
enhances the establishment of common
practices and local work and learning tra-
ditions.

Sources of learning for the me-
chanics (outside their network)
are very limited.
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In comparison with similar studies,
the low relevance of non-formal training
seems particularly apparent for occupa-
tions with a comparable socioeconomic
status to the mechanics in the sample.
For example, Pilz, Uma & Venkatram
(2015) find that non-formal training is ir-
relevant for street food vendors in Delhi
and Coimbatore that have a fairly high
income, whereas an in-depth study of
learning processes of economically chal-
lenged fishing families in Eastern India
finds an active role of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and local authori-
ties in training (Pilz &Wilmshoefer,
2015). The socioeconomic status of the
latter occupational group is considerably
lower than that of the mechanics in the
sample, which explains why no NGO
engages in providing training in the
present case.

In addition to these dimensions, we
specifically evaluated the use of the
Internet for learning, as its importance is
steadily increasing in India, also in the
rural parts. The results were mixed. Four
individuals did not have access to the net-
work, two used it for entertainment only
and four actually carried out work-related
tasks, mainly to identify and order spare
parts. For theoretical knowledge, the
Internet is not used, whereas the sugges-
tion of Peter (“video demonstrations
would be good”) points to the potential
for this medium to evolve as a source for
learning. Also considering increased lit-
eracy rates in India, the relevance of the
Internet may increase in future.

We also expect the social environ-
ment to considerably contribute to the

development of skills in the present case
and that the mechanics particularly ben-
efit from their work-related networks. We
already argued that interactions with cus-
tomers, employees, other workshop own-
ers, spare parts suppliers or associations
were required to successfully operate the
workshops. This implies that the mechan-
ics are exposed to a large number of so-
cial contacts. Correspondingly, the me-
chanics have an incentive and interest to
improve their social skills to assure the
generation of income. This learning
purely takes place informally: For ex-
ample, the individual mechanic simply
learned by experience to achieve high
customer satisfaction. Consequently,
these learning processes lead to a large
amount of tacit knowledge that cannot
be transferred easily to apprentices or
employees.

Motivation & Training Demands

In assessing the relevance of de-
mand-driven approaches to improve skills
development, it is important to understand
the motivation to learn and evaluate spe-
cific training demands of informally em-
ployed workers (Singh, 2000). In this re-
gard, scholars argue that training should
cater to the workers’ needs in order to
be interesting, relevant and requested by
the workers (World Bank, 2008). But we
believe it is also important that this train-
ing delivers relevant skills that can actu-

The mechanics have an incentive
and interest to improve their so-
cial skills to assure the generation
of income.
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ally increase productivity and improve
opportunities in the labor market (or the
ability to learn). Workers in turn do not
necessarily request training for these
skills, an aspect that we evaluated in our
research project.

Most of the mechanics in the sample
are generally motivated to receive train-
ing and feel that training can enhance
their productivity and improve earnings
(see also Barber, 2004; Sodhi, 2014). This
motivation is not necessarily intrinsic but
additionally reinforced by the competitive
business environment. The mechanics are
particularly interested in receiving further
training in certain technical skills. We
found that some mechanics see them-
selves as experts in particular technical
fields and are thus reluctant to learn any-
thing apart from new models. This un-
derlines that the mechanics are not (ex-
plicitly) aware of the comprehensive
character of skills that are needed to suc-
cessfully operate their businesses. This
can also be explained by the fact that no
non-formal training provider delivers
training in social or organizational skills
to the mechanics. As a consequence, the
mechanics are not exposed to learning
any non-technical skills, since there is no
supply of such kind of training.

Despite the general motivation to
learn, obstacles exist to actually attend
training programs. We experienced the
major challenge to be the low degree of
social protection. The mechanics typi-
cally argue that they needed to interrupt
their work and could not afford an ab-
sence from their workshop. This prob-
lem is particularly apparent for own-ac-

count workers who do not employ work-
ers that could take care of their work-
shops. Considering the fact that the
available training of motorcycle manufac-
turers is carried out in locations far from
the workplaces explains this concern. A
typical example is the comment of Arjun:
“No training facility is provided in nearby
areas, that is why it is hard to attend”.
Our interview partners suggested to or-
ganize for mobile training that can directly
be completed within the neighboring ar-
eas. Furthermore, one mechanic specifi-
cally argued his illiteracy prevented him
from attending training programs since
he could not follow the content.

Theoretical training, also in non-
technical skills, could be most ef-
ficient to increase productivity and
earnings for the mechanics.

As emphasized, the majority of the
mechanics requested trade-specific,
technical training. They are specifically
interested in learning about new models.
Furthermore, the mechanics expressed
that practical presentations are clearly
preferred over theoretical learning. We
assess this general demand for technical
skills to be critical, as the elaborated de-
ficiencies of informal apprenticeships
similarly apply to the case of lifelong
learning after basic skills are acquired.
Theoretical training, also in non-techni-
cal skills, could be most efficient to in-
crease productivity and earnings for the
mechanics. However, we also found ex-
ceptions within the group of mechanics:
e.g., 24-year old Muthi argued he wanted
to gather an understanding about the
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theoretical functioning of engines, 40-year
old Kpuleandi requires training in sales
and illiterate Ramesh argued general ca-
pacity building and literacy skills were of
most concern for him. This shows that
there might be a demand for training pro-
viders that deliver some degree of theo-
retical knowledge and teach skills that
are concerned with these dimensions.
Overall, we can summarize that we found
a supply as well as a demand problem
for relevant skills development programs.

Learning Culture & Suggestions

We argue that the lack of awareness
for relevant skills such as the ability for
problem-solving and the low degree of
pro-activity to approach challenges re-
sults from the work and learning culture
as well as the low relevance of formal
education and non-formal training (Mitra,
2015). We believe that this work and
learning culture is deeply embedded in
the group of mechanics, since learning
methods and work duties are transferred
over generations (Barber, 2004).

For informal apprenticeships, the ap-
prentice needs to contribute to the gen-
eration of income within short time,
which makes it evident that the work-
shop owner wants his apprentice to
practically work from the beginning.
Therefore, theoretical training and gen-
eral capacity building fall short and
learning by doing as well as practical
applications are the common forms to
train the apprentice.

We also showed the relevance of
families and local networks. Families in

particular do not only highly influence
the decisions of their children to start a
particular occupation, but are often di-
rectly involved in delivering the training.
We assume that the common practice
that families dictate decisions for their
children contributed to the reactive
learning behavior that we found in the
sample.

We emphasized that informal learn-
ing is very relevant throughout the entire
work life of the mechanics. Particularly,
the very challenging work environment
and work-related social contacts consid-
erably enhance learning processes. This
learning potential could be further ex-
ploited by enhancing workplace learning,
for example, by promoting regular visits
to other workshops or by organizing ex-
change events (Singh, 2000). Interest-
ingly, those mechanics in the sample who
have finished 10th grade and subsequently
completed degrees seem to be much
more aware of the comprehensiveness
of required skills for their jobs and the
relevance of theoretical education than
the mechanics who completed less years
of schooling. Thus, we expect the pro-
motion of education and formal VET to
have great benefits for young individu-
als, not only in increased employment
opportunities, but also in improved learn-
ing processes.

The work and learning culture
should be addressed so that learn-
ing processes and learning out-
comes can be positively influ-
enced.
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Resulting from these considerations,
we conclude that the work and learning
culture should be addressed so that
learning processes and learning outcomes
can be positively influenced. We believe
that this could be best achieved by em-
phasizing improved labor market out-
comes to the workers. If the mechanics
perceive theoretical training as a means
to improve productivity, income and op-
portunities to obtain better employment,
they are likely to adjust their training
methods accordingly. Since learning pat-
terns are deeply embedded in local tra-
ditions, we suggest that it is most effec-
tive to approach these concerns outside
the system by effective formal and non-
formal education and training programs.

We see the promotion of general for-
mal education as a major pillar in the edu-
cation strategy, so that a large number of
young people are taught to learn
proactively and develop self-esteem as the
basis for this aim. Furthermore, we
strongly encourage an improved VET sys-
tem to train mechanics. It is important that
these programs contribute to a change of
the work and learning culture and thus,
provide the students with a variety of skills
that support proactive behavior. Conse-
quently, better education and an improved
capacity of VET not only improve oppor-
tunities to obtain decent work, but could
also change the entire work and learning
culture. However, we emphasize that it is
a long and incremental process to ap-
proach these patterns that are tradition-
ally followed. Considering the elaborated
challenges for the education system and
the low relevance of VET we doubt
whether this can be achieved by a focus

on the formal system only (King, 2012).
In addition to the promotion of formal edu-
cation and VET, we find it thus important
to improve the quality of informal appren-
ticeships (Singh, 2000) and to deliver ef-
fective training to the informal economy
(Mitra, 2002).

Since the elaborated challenges and
problems of informal apprenticeships and
the attendance of training programs are
somewhat different, we conclude with
concrete policy measures that are derived
from our findings.

In general, we suggest that the me-
chanics closely cooperate to improve the
entire system of apprenticeships. In or-
der to enhance theoretical learning, the
benefits of different non-technical skills
need to be emphasized to the mechan-
ics. Due to the existing structures, we
believe that the local mechanics associa-
tions could considerably facilitate this
change process, since they are already
established in the regions of research.
These could be approached by policy
makers to promote the idea that a broad
skill set is important for a successful busi-
ness.

In order to decrease the dependence
on a specific master craftsperson and
increase learning outcomes, a rotation
system of apprentices seems to be very
beneficial for both the workshops and the
apprentices. With such a system, a high
degree of knowledge sharing is assured
on the one hand, and on the other hand,
the dependence on specific supervisors
is mitigated (ILO, 2012). Further re-
search should be conducted to assess
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whether the mechanics would be willing
to accept such a system and under which
conditions this could be implemented.

Furthermore, offering courses for
both master craftsmen and apprentices
from formal institutions such as it is (see
Kumar, 2016; Tara, Kumar & Pilz 2016)
or non-formal training providers could
also positively affect the learning culture
(ILO, 2012). The same could also be
achieved by establishing links to formal
firms that could provide short-term train-
ing for the apprentices (ILO, 2012).
Again, the mechanics associations could
play a large role in establishing these link-
ages. However, it is evident that incen-
tives need to be established for all in-
volved institutions so that they are inter-
ested in such a system.

In order to accelerate the change of
the work and learning culture, non-for-
mal training program providers could di-
rectly approach the trained mechanics
and self-employed workshop owners. In
this regard, we emphasize that it is im-
portant to raise the awareness to learn a
variety of skills (such as social and
organisational skills or financial literacy)
and provide theoretical knowledge to a
certain extent. Due to the absence of
non-formal training providers, the me-
chanics could rely on their existing sys-
tem of associations to promote training.
By promoting training for a variety of
skills, mechanics associations could be
the focal point to enter the system. Since
the system and organization of mechani-
cal associations was not evaluated in the
present case study, we suggest further
research on the role and potential of these

associations to learn how they work and
how they could positively influence the
work and learning culture, the linkages
with formal sector enterprises and for-
mal and non-formal institutions.

We found that limited social protec-
tion is a key obstacle for the mechanics
to attend training programs. Correspond-
ingly, policy measures that increase so-
cial protection could indirectly improve
training demands. If the mechanics were
not permanently concerned to generate
income for their families, they will be
more willing to leave their workplace for
some time. We argue that this concern
should be primarily a public duty, since
the mechanics are often not in a position
to contribute to these costs. As a result,
the concern of being absent from the
workplace could be mitigated. Thus, im-
proved social protection does not only
improve the working conditions for the
mechanics, but could also enhance their
participation in training programs.

Improved social protection does
not only improve the working con-
ditions for the mechanics, but
could also enhance their participa-
tion in training programs.

As a final remark, we argue that
policy makers should not purely focus on
demand-driven training and learning ap-
proaches (Ramasamy, 2016), since we
found that the mechanics do not neces-
sarily request relevant skills development
programs. Even though it is not doubted
that training needs to be interesting and
relevant so the mechanics attend respec-
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tive programs, we believe that the supply
side (formal and non-formal institutions)
should also provide learning opportunities
that can actually improve productivities,
incomes and working conditions.

Conclusion

“Giving informal workers more
rights, access to services and a voice will
not only contribute to development and
the reduction of poverty but will also bring
societies closer together”. (Juettingand
deLaiglesia, 2009 : 143). The objective
of this paper was to analyze the learning
processes in the informal economy in
South India. Despite the fact that these
mechanics almost naturally belong to In-
dian streets, their work and learning cul-
tures are not in the focus of many re-
searchers. Since this paper studied these
topics in detail, a comprehensive picture
of the working conditions, skills and
learning processes of small-scale me-
chanics in South India could be depicted.
Correspondingly, this work forms a basis
for decision makers to improve working
conditions, initiate measures to facilitate
the transition phase from school to work
and exploit learning potentials.

The learning is typically not struc-
tured, depends on families and the
supervisors and problems are not
targeted proactively.

Even though we found that the job
satisfaction levels are high and a broad
skill set is existent, we argue that the pro-
motion of relevant skills and the provi-
sion of better social protection could con-

siderably improve the generation of in-
come for the mechanics. The main defi-
ciencies include the low relevance of
non-formal learning due to a lack of train-
ing supply and the corresponding preva-
lence of informal apprenticeships and in-
formal learning patterns. The informal
learning processes that we found in our
case study correspond to the common
notion of deficiencies: The learning is
typically not structured, depends on fami-
lies and the supervisors and problems are
not targeted proactively. Overall, we ar-
gue that these problems and challenges
can be attributed to the work and learn-
ing cultures of the mechanics, which are
deeply embedded in their occupational
groups and local networks. Due to the
low relevance of formal institutions and
non-formal training providers in training
supply, the influence of policy makers to
approach existing deficiencies is currently
only indirect.

With regard to working conditions as
well as skills development programs, we
can say that the mechanics in our sample
are currently left alone, with limited su-
pervision or support from the govern-
ment. We showed that the workshops do
not have the financial ability to improve
the low social protection themselves or
to formalize their businesses. This is also
apparent for the traditional system of in-
formal apprenticeships, which could con-
siderably be improved by an influence
coming from outside the system. There-
fore, we argue that local authorities
should get more involved in the change
of informal apprenticeships and the pro-
vision of social insurances.
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In order to positively influence the
individual from the beginning, we also
suggest that it is important that the soci-
ety promotes the development of young
persons to become proactive citizens. As
a consequence, we expect them to not
simply accept deficiencies in work and
learning traditions, but to proactively ap-
proach problems. This could enhance
productivity and the generation of in-
come. Since we argued that an improved
general education system is expected to
be most effective to achieve this target,
the benefits to promote school enrolment
rates and improve the quality of school-
ing are not only limited to better opportu-
nities to obtain decent work, but to de-
velop young individuals that are willing
to accept challenges and proactively ap-
proach them. In order to accelerate the
positive change of work and learning tra-
ditions, we argue that local mechanics
associations could play a considerable
role. For example, they could arrange for
linkages with non-formal and formal in-
stitutions, formal sector enterprises and
initiate a rotation system for the informal
apprentice. Thus, we suggest further
analysis of the organization, structure and
potential of these associations in future
research projects.
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