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Abstract: Employees’ perceptions of training are one of the keys to sustainability in human resources.
Based on data from a survey conducted in Shanghai and nine other large cities, this study explores
employees’ perceptions of training and tries to identify what factors influence their perceptions.
The results show that employees do not attach enough value to vocational training. Urban registration,
higher education, and management positions correspond with higher valuation of training, but length
of service has a negative effect on their valuation. The differences between urban households and
rural households, the social distinction between basic education and vocational education paths, and
the increases of frequency, time, and importance of the interactions between personal and work places
may play an important role in these phenomena and have impacts on the sustainable development of
human resources in China.
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1. Introduction

Sustainable human resource management in an organization ought to help employees achieve
sustainable performance [1]. As vocational training is the main way for employees to improve their
employment skills, such training should attract and retain employees’ interest. The basic principle of
symbolic interactionism holds that individuals take actions that correspond to meanings they assign
to particular events or objects [2]. The Thomas theorem proposes that an individual’s subjective
interpretation directly affects their behaviors [3]. Studies have discovered that employees with a
greater understanding of the value of vocational training participate more actively in the vocational
training their workplace provides and work harder [4]. Conversely, employees with an inadequate
understanding of the importance of vocational training are unwilling both to invest in training and
to accept lower wages resulting from employers paying for training [5]. In this context, employees’
perceptions of training play a crucial role in the human resource sustainability of an organization.

Employees’ perceptions of vocational training refer to employee attitude toward, knowledge of,
and emphasis on vocational training. The training concepts of employees come from the process of
socialization, which is resulted from the individual acceptance of socialization, in the drive of social
consciousness. As social institutes for socialization, families, schools, peer-groups, mass media, and
work places can influence individual perceptions. According to the differential association theory,
his/her behavior is dependent on how long and how importance of the experience an individual
interacts with different social institutes [6]. Life course theory holds that a life course is a sequence of
socially defined events and roles that the individual enacts over time [7]. The life course is divided into
stages that correspond to different social institutions; control codes at each stage affect the development
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of the individual’s life course, encouraging them to conform to society at a certain level [8]. Deviation
from prescribed social paths often detrimentally affects an individual’s life course [9]. According to life
course and differential association theories, the individual plays different roles and undergoes a variety
of life events at different ages.Consequently, the frequency and duration of their interactions with
different social institutes vary, as does their recognition of the importance of these social interactions.
For example, in the school education stage, the frequency and duration of interactions between
individuals and schools increase, and individuals’ concepts about learning and training are for the
most part shaped during this stage. After employment commences, the influence of the work unit on
the individual’s conception of training is likely to rise. However, if individuals deviate from the usual
social paths—for example, by not gaining skills education and training—they may be unable to fully
grasp the importance of vocational training, which may affect their understanding and appreciation of
this in the workplace.

In this study, we investigated how much importance employees placed on vocational training
and what factors affected this importance, using a questionnaire administered to employees in 10
large Chinese cities. Certain specific features of the Chinese context make it a vital arena for exploring
employees’ perceptions of vocational training, the key one being the number of Chinese rural migrant
workers, which reached 288 million in 2018. These workers comprise a rising proportion of the national
workforce. When they arrive from rural areas, they are likely to have had little or no prior contact with
vocational training and usually lack any direct understanding of it. The main contributions of this
research are as follows:

(1) In the interest of increasing human resource sustainability in organizations, we used empirical
analysis to determine the factors affecting the value employees place on vocational training. These
factors can be targeted and controlled in a manner that effectively improves employees’ perceptions
about vocational training, leading them to be more pro-active about and participatory in vocational
training and thereby enhancing their workplace skills. This will in turn help employees cope with the
risk of structural unemployment in an era of industrial upgrading, which has crucial implications for
the sustainable development of human resources in China.

(2) Life course theory has gathered considerable attention in recent years and has been applied to
research related to employment, unemployment, poverty, and sex preference in rural labor transfer.
While this theory is continually being developed and refined, differential association theory is relatively
rarely applied. This study employs life course theory and differential association theory as its theoretical
base to conduct an empirical analysis of employees’ perceptions of vocational training; the study
findings thus contribute to the development of both theories.

2. Literature Review

In recent years, many scholars have investigated the relationship between employment rate and
human resource sustainability in China. It has been noted that vocational training has a significant
positive impact on the employment quality of migrant laborers in terms of their income, employment
stability, employment satisfaction, and labor insurance [10]. Compared with formal education,
vocational training is more conducive to promoting regular employment, helping laborers achieve
relatively stable employment, and preventing unemployment [11]. Vocational training improves the
skill level of the labor force and has positive and important practical significance for stabilizing the labor
market and reducing unemployment [12]. To boost human well-being, it is important to guarantee equal
opportunities for employment between contemporaries as well as different generations [13]. Vocational
training is a proven method of effectively achieving greater equality in employment opportunities and
higher labor market sustainability [12,14].

Previous studies of sustainability development in China have measured the sustainability of
economic and social development from the macro perspective of cities and regions, using unemployment
rates as the reference data for social progresses, social distribution indexes [15–17], social stable
abilities [18], human capitals [19], and labor forces for regional development [20]. Cheng and Long
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point out that increasing investment in education and improving the quality of the labor force
can promote regional economic and social development and provide a talent system to guarantee
sustainable regional and urban development [15]. Most previous studies have been carried out from
a macro perspective and have not discussed in depth the micro/individual perspective. This study
aims to address that gap by examining the perspectives of migrant workers on self-training and
employment awareness.

Factors influencing employees’ perceptions of vocational training are a crucial area for academic
discussion [21]. Studies have suggested that lack of experience with vocational training in the early
stages of an employees’ career causes inadequate recognition of its importance and unwillingness to pay
for participation in such training; perceived risks about investing in their own human capital discourage
risk-averse employees from participating in vocational training [22]. In recent years, academics around
the world have begun to pay attention to Chinese employees’ perceptions of vocational training.
Newman et al. surveyed 437 Chinese employees at five multinational firms operating in China’s
service industry and found that these employees’ recognition of the value of vocational training did
not increase their sense of belonging in their companies [23]. This may be because of the limited
opportunities for promotion in multinational firms, the compulsory nature of vocational training for
employees of such firms, and the difficulty of practicing and applying new skills.

Perception research is one of the main foci of study in Chinese academia. Research targets have
gradually expanded from mate selection, career selection, and reproduction to perceptions about
happiness, consumption, interests, and fairness. While theoretical analysis has been conducted on
different perceptions, relevant empirical research has also progressed [24–26]. For example, one study
used survey data from farmers to conduct logistic regression analysis of factors that influenced farmers’
perceptions of raising children so they will be looked after in old age [25].

Discussion of employees’ perceptions of vocational training remains extremely weak in the Chinese
academic world, and examination at the empirical level is particularly scant. The few empirical studies
that have been conducted focused predominantly on theoretical analysis of teachers’ perceptions
ofvocational training. The deep-rooted problem of teacher training in the middle and long term is no
longer limited to technical or approach-related problems; teachers’ perception that vocational training
lags behind their skill development must be resolved, and this perception must be reconstructed
from multiple perspectives, including views on teachers’ rights and values [27]. Physical education
teachers reach a plateau in their teaching skills, leading them to think they are competent at teaching;
consequently, they have an inadequate understanding of the importance of vocational training [28].
Focusing on migrant workers, Dai and Liu carried out their research in six Chinese cities and found
that migrant workers’ positive perception of vocational training played a key role in their decision to
take part in such training [29]. Han surveyed 376 migrant workers and found that those with more
occupational skills or higher actual annual income attached more importance to vocational training [30].
The outcomes of existing studies form somewhat of a foundation for future research [27–41]. However,
empirical studies are missing and urgently required.

3. Research Method

3.1. Research Design

Employees’ perceptions of vocational training, a dimension of the individual social consciousness,
is the individual’s realization and value judgment for the objective things in society. This kind of value
judgment is based on the individual’s understanding of objective things at two levels: (1) whether
the individual thinks objective things are important and worth pursuing; (2) the importance of this
objective thing relative to other objective things. This second level, value judgment, is more important
as it directly determines the individual’s decision-making process when faced with difficult choices.
What an individual chooses to do in the face of major decisions reflects their knowledge and value
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judgment about specific things. The present study analyzes employees’ perceptions of vocational
training by measuring their views on the relative importance of vocational training.

We designed a Likert-scale-based questionnaire to investigate the value employees place on
vocational training. The questionnaire asked: “When seeking a job, which of the following factors
are you most concerned about?” Eight major factors were listed: employment contract duration,
vocational training, work content and location, working hours and vacations, salary, social insurance,
employeesafety and occupational disease prevention, and employee benefits. The respondents rated
these items on a 4-point Likert scale with the following anchors: 4 (extremely concerned), 3 (relatively
concerned), 2 (not particularly concerned), and 1 (completely unconcerned). The level of employee
emphasis was determined by calculating the proportion of employees who reported high concern for
a factor. The factors were then ranked and compared according to their total scores. The scale was
based on the context of a job search, a crucially important decision-making process for individuals.
Hence, the level of concern about different factors in such a process is a good reflection of the
importance the respondents placed on each factor and conveys theirperceptions and value judgment
of vocational training.

As this study is structured around the work unit and life course of employees, the questionnaire
design focused on the effect of the work unit on employees’ perceptions of vocational training
and concurrently analyzed the effects of school and family, two important social institutions in the
socialization process that shapes each individual’s perception of training. To characterize respondents’
work units, five factors were included in the questionnaire: industry category, firm ownership, firm size,
employee position, and working year. Industry category, firm ownership, and firm size are relevant to
work units as factors in employee socialization. Position and working year are concerned with the
individual’s life experience. We also included items about school and family, including education
level, household registration, gender, and marital status. Education level was included to gauge what
social path the respondent had followed in this regard. Household registration was included because
of the impact of family on respondents’ socialization; it is possible that the region, village, or city from
which a respondent came was a factor shaping their perceptions of vocational training. Gender and
marital status indicated the individual’s role in a family structure. Age data were also collected and
incorporated into the analysis to better understand where the respondent was in the life course.

3.2. Sample

Cluster sampling was used in 10 cities, with investigators using the order “district, street,
community, employee.” Screening questions were included in the questionnaire, and a follow-up
questionnaire was conducted to confirm the respondents’ identities were confirmed. A total of
2000 questionnaires were distributed, and 1813 valid completed questionnaires were returned,
yielding a valid return rate of 90.7%. The respondents providing the valid questionnaires were
from Shanghai (293), Shenzhen (300), Tianjin (300), Nanjing (195), Changsha (197), Chengdu (208),
Wenzhou (105), Xiamen (100), Mianyang (104), and Changchun (108). The overall descriptive statistics
for demographic characteristics were gender, age, household registration, marital status, education
level, position, working year, industry category, firm size, and firm ownership, shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for demographic characteristics.

Variables Index and Percentage

Gender Male 60.3%; Female 39.7%

Age 20 years or blow 10.1%; 21–25 years 45.9%; 26–30 years 22.2%; 31–40 years
15.4%; 41 years and above 6.4%

Household registration Rural areas 56.7%; Urban areas 43.3%

Marital status Unmarried 66.4%; Married 32.9%; Divorced 0.7%; Widowed 0.1%
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Table 1. Cont.

Variables Index and Percentage

Educational level Junior high school or below 20.2%; Senior high school 34.3%; College 26.4%;
Bachelor’s degree or above 19.0%;

Position Management 10.8%; Technology research 11.6%; Marketing 20.4%;
Administrative affairs 7.8%; Production, Service 30.7%; Others 18.7%

Working years 5 years or less 74.3%; 5–10 years 21.8%; 10 years or more 3.9%

Industry category
Manufacturing 21.3%; Construction 9.6%; Wholesale and retail 14.1%;
Catering and entertainment 12.7%; Financial real estate 8.7%; Home
economics training 7.2%; Logistics 5.3%; IT10.0%; Others 11.0%

Firm size 300 people or fewer 72.1%; 301–1000 people 14.8%; 1000 people or more 13.2%

Firm ownership International 9.8%; State-owned 18.2%; Private 65.4%; Others 6.6%

4. Results

The survey results indicated that the employees were most concerned aboutsalary when searching
for a job. They were not very concernedabout the vocational training offered, with this factor ranking
second to last and receiving a score only slightly higher than the last item, which was employment
contract duration. Notably, the score for vocational training was significantly lower than for the factor
that ranked sixth, which wasemployeesafety and occupational disease prevention. More than 20% of
the respondents reported being not particularly concerned about vocational training; see Table 2.

Table 2. Percentages of concerns during job search or labor contract signing.

Variables Most
Concerned

More
Concerned

Less
Concerned

Very
Indifferent Mean Ranking

Employment
contract duration 30.4% 44.1% 23.6% 1.8% 3.029 8

Content and place of work 38.5% 49.0% 11.7% 0.8% 3.252 5

Working hours
and vacation 44.6% 44.6% 9.8% 1.1% 3.329 3

Salary 62.2% 32.5% 4.7% 0.6% 3.563 1

Social Insurance 46.4% 39.3% 13.0% 1.3% 3.308 4

Employees’ safety and
occupational disease

prevention
38.0% 40.1% 20.0% 1.9% 3.142 6

Vocational training 30.4% 44.7% 22.5% 2.4% 3.031 7

Welfare 56.6% 35.2% 7.0% 1.2% 3.472 2

To investigate and compare the effects of various factors on employees’ perceptions of vocational
training, this study constructed logistic models and conducted multivariate analyses. The dependent
variable in the model was “concern about vocational training,” and it was designed as a dichotomous
variable. The independent variables in the model were industry, firm ownership, firm size, position,
work experience, age, sex, marital status, household registration, and education level. Three models
were constructed to incorporate different variable types. Specifically, Model 1 incorporated the
family-related variables of household registration, sex, and marital status. Model 2 was the same as
Model 1 but also incorporated a schooling-related variable (education level). Finally, Model 3 added
the work-related variables of industry, firm ownership, firm size, position, work experience, and age.
The results of the regression analysis are presented in Table 3.



Sustainability 2019, 11, 4622 6 of 11

The analytical results for Model 3 indicated that when all variables were incorporated, industry,
firm ownership, firm size, sex, age, and marital status were not significantly correlated with employee
concern about vocational training, whereas household registration, education level, work experience,
and position were significantly correlated. Further, the results of the multi-collinearity test indicated
that the multi-collinearity of each independent variable in the regression equation was not severe, so
the model was highly stable.

Table 3. Logistic models of training perceptions.

Variables
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B OR B OR B OR

Household registration (rural as reference)

Urban 0.530 *** 1.699 0.384 *** 1.468 0.391 *** 1.478

Education level (junior high or below
as reference)

Senior −0.015 0.985 −0.068 0.934

College 0.538 ** 1.713 0.441 ** 1.555

Bachelor or above 0.539 ** 1.714 0.361 1.434

Position (management as reference)

Technology & research −0.483 0.617

Marketing −0.305 0.737

Administrative affairs −0.547 * 0.579

Production &service −0.560 ** 0.571

Others −0.467 * 0.627

Working years (5 years below as reference)

5–10 years −0.470 *** 0.625

10 years above −0.541 0.582

Constant 1.551 *** 4.717 1.145 *** 3.142 1.785 *** 5.959

R2 0.033 0.051 0.070

* significance < 0.1, ** significance < 0.05, *** significance < 0.01.

In Model 3, the regression coefficient for employees with urban household registration was 0.391.
It was discovered that employees with urban household registration were 1.478 times more likely
to value vocational training than their counterparts with rural household registration. Respondents
with a bachelor’s degree were 55.5% more likely to be concerned about vocational training than their
counterparts with a junior high school diploma or lower education level. In terms of position, the
respondents in management positions had higher awareness of the importance of vocational training
than the respondents in either administrative or production and service positions. The proportions
of respondents in these types of position who showed concern about vocational training were only
57.9% and 57.1%, respectively, compared with the proportion in management positions. Finally, the
proportions of employees with 5–10 years and more than 10 years of work experience who were
concerned about vocational training were only 62.5% and 58.2% of the proportion of employees with
less than 5 years of experience who showed such concern.

5. Discussion

Research on employees’perceptions of vocational training for sustainable human resource have
paid attention for many years and yielded excellent results. However, most of these studies focus on
the labor constraints of vocational training and the relationship economic development and employees’
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perceptions of training [31,32], but it is not completely applicable to the employees’ perceptions of
vocational training, in particular the research on the field in China is weak. Therefore, it is necessary
to explore employees’ perceptions of vocational training as China’s industrial transformation and
upgrading in globalization’s new era.

In this study, junior high school, senior high school (including vocational high school), and higher
education correspond to different social institutions and thus stratify the life course of individuals
during their education. Individuals who completed only junior high school education did not advance
to senior high school or institutions of higher education, which focus on vocational skill education.
This cessation of education creates a gap between basic education and vocational education, generating
an inadequate understanding of the importance of vocational training. Later in life, this can have
unfavorable consequences, such as unemployment and poverty. Our results showed that the proportion
of respondents with a junior high school diploma or lower education level concerned about vocational
training was less than half that of respondents with a bachelor’s degree. These results are congruent
with Gao’s research, which found a positive relationship between education and the perception of
training [33]. In the existing nine-year framework of compulsory education in China, vocational skill
education is generally provided at the upper secondary and higher education levels; vocational training
at the primary education stage is available in only a few low-income areas. Thus, most individuals
receive vocational education only after they have begun high school. Hence, most employees with a
junior high school education or lower have not receive vocational training. Higher education helps to
deepen people’s understanding of vocational training.

Schools and work units may differ in their emphasis on vocational training.From the perspective
of life course theory, graduation is a “turning point,” representing the life transition from “student”
to “employee.” Upon undertaking the role of employee, an individual spends significant time in a
work unit. The frequency and duration of individual–work unit interactions increase markedly over
time, and these interactions have a strong effect on an individual’s life and perception of training.
During their employment in a work unit, an individual is likely to change specific perceptions they
formed when they were younger and attending other social institutions, such as school. With respect
to vocational training, this change may be due to the individual’s experience of vocational training in
the workplace, or the individual may be influenced by their work unit; the influence of the latter may
be greater.If a work unit places strong emphasis on vocational training, that unit’s employees are likely
to place greater value on such training. Conversely, if a work unit places little emphasis on vocational
training, employees’ interest is likely to follow suit.

In our study, the respondents’ work experience was negatively correlated with their valuing of
vocational training, suggesting that after several years of work, employees place significantly less
emphasis on vocational training. This is consistent with previous findings. He, Li, and Li pointed
out that migrant workers become less aware of the importance of vocational training the longer they
have been working [41]. Liu and Bao’s study found that the total profit and human capital investment
capacity of a business has no significant impact on employees’ perceptions of vocational training; even if
businesses are able to provide vocational training, it is mostly fundamental job-preparation information
and safety training to meet urgent needs [34]. Xie’s study reported that the goals of vocational training
are to enhance the practical work skills of employees to meet the production needs of the business itself;
little emphasis is placed on improving employees’ theoretical knowledge level and overall quality [35].
Under a power imbalance existing in employment relationships between strong employers and weak
employees, works units place little emphasis on vocational training, and the training provided is of
limited help for employees’ career development.This phenomenon is very common in China. Our
results showed that the external characteristicsof workplace of industry category, firm ownership, and
firm size have no significant effects on employees’ perceptions of training. This may be a peculiarity of
China’s labor relations, the most labors lack the motivation for vocational training, there is no links
with the external characteristics of workplace.Consequently, employees’ interest in vocational training
lessens the longer they work, which is not beneficial for overall human resource sustainability.
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By in-depth knowledge of life course theory, the role of being the individual undertakes will
influence his and her lives. This study found that the employee’s role affected their perceptions
of training. Respondents in management positions had a greater understanding of the importance
of vocational training, probably because their jobs involve human resource management, which
deepens their knowledge of worker employability and layoffs. The daily responsibilities of those in
administrative, production, and service positions are concentrated at the service level, which may limit
these employees’ understanding of the importance of vocational training. Notably, however, family,
gender, and marital status were not found to be significantly correlated with employees’ perceptions of
training. One possible reason is that families in urban areas no longer participate at the production level,
so individuals may lack direct links to the concept of vocational training. Cheng and Long suggest that
educational input can effectively improve the quality of human resources and promote the sustainable
development of the economy and society [15]. These effects not only benefit individuals but also
reduce crime rates and increase voluntarism and charitable donations as increasing human capital [19].
Nowadays, the citizens of most cities in China have a low average level of education and a high
marginal benefit from educational input. To achieve sustainable human resource development, more
efforts should be made to invest in employee training, to continuously improve the quality of labor
force and the efficiency of human resources management, and to provide social guarantee systems.

6. Conclusions and Limitations

This study employed a questionnaire in 10 cities, including Shanghai, Mianyang, and Changchun,
to investigate employees’ valuation of vocational training and the factors affecting their valuation. The
main research conclusions are as follows. (1) Vocational training was ranked second to last among
the eight factors of concern to employees in a job search. The respondents were more concerned
about salary and employee benefits and placed little emphasis on vocational training. (2) Household
registration, education level, work experience, and position significantly influenced the respondents’
attitude toward vocational training. Those with an urban household registration, a higher education
level, and a management-level position placed more emphasis on vocational training. However,
employees’ valuation of vocational training decreased as their work experience increased. (3) A
gap existed between rural and urban households, a phenomenon that may have two causes: the
difference between rural and urban dwellers’ basic education and vocational education levels, and the
increase in the frequency, time, and importance of an individual’s interaction with their work unit
after employment.

The key implications of this research for practice are to inform decisions about achieving greater
human resource sustainability in China. Vocational training is a crucial tool in sustainable human
resource development, just as important as school education. Such training effectively improves
employees’ production skills, increasing not only their wages but also their businesses’ productivity [34].
China’s industrial structure is currently being upgraded, and the demand for labor skills is gradually
shifting from physical to technical abilities. If employees fail to make corresponding changes through
vocational training, a large structural supply–demand imbalance may occur in the labor market.
This could lead to widespread unemployment and unsustainable changes in the country’s human
resources [35].

Currently, work units have limited understandings of human resource development. Proactive
vocational training for employees is particularly important in these circumstances, but numerous
employees are insufficiently aware of the importance of training; this situation needs to change quickly.
The mass media, an influential social institution, should more strongly emphasize the importance of
vocational training, particularly for rural migrants, lower-educated individuals, and sales employees.
This would instill in employees the necessary understanding of the importance of vocational training
and create a greater demand for vocational training on the part of employees, who will then actively
and proactively participate in vocational training and improve its effectiveness. In addition, through
the implementation of relevant policies and regulations, work units should be encouraged to respond
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more proactively to employees’ training needs. Businesses should consider the problem of vocational
training from a mutually beneficial perspective—the development of the work unit and of its employees.
Companies should provide more vocational training opportunities and support to employees, thereby
promoting sustainable human resource development.

With respect to theoretical implications, this research helps to broaden the applied fields of
life course theory and differential association theory. By using these theories to analysis Chinese
employees’ perceptions of training, this study supports the application of these two theories in the
Chinese context when analyzing perceptions of vocational training, especially among migrant workers
from the countryside. One of the key features of the Chinese context is that a very large proportion
of employees are rural-to-urban migrant workers. They grew up in rural families, social units with
little or no understanding of vocational training. Life course theory and differential association theory
provide further insight into the study of this group of workers in China.

This study has two major limitations that could be addressed in future research. First, the data
are from a survey carried out in 10 cities. More data from other geographical regions are needed to
advance the understanding of employees’ perceptions of vocational training. Second, this study used
a 4-point Likert scale for measuring the perceptions of training. Future studies could design a scale
with more options to offer more insight into respondents’ perceptions.
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