
 
 

Summary paper 

Cedefop and EESC Second Policy Learning Forum on Upskilling Pathways for adults 

 

Common challenges ahead and way forward: 

The main aim of the Second policy learning forum was to share and discuss with participants the draft 
analytical framework on upskilling pathways prepared by Cedefop with the aim of supporting 
national stakeholders to develop strategic, coherent and coordinated approaches to upskilling 
pathways for adults.  

Participants in the learning event – mainly representatives of the EU Member States, European and 
national social partners, the EESC and the European Commission – largely agreed that Cedefop’s 
analytical framework is a useful source of inspiration and a tool to facilitate reflection and 
identification of key areas for action. 

Discussions clearly indicated that all ten framework key areas are relevant and can be adapted to the 
specific (national/local) contexts and may support stakeholders in further progressing in 
implementation of the Recommendation on Upskilling Pathways and towards developing innovations 
based on their existing practices, provisions and systems. Main reflection points identified by 
participants can be summarised as follow. 

• A strategic and integrated approach to upskilling pathways for adults requires a shift in 
mindset grounded on a shared vision built around the idea of a joined up, accessible and 
flexible learning pathway. According to this shared vision, upskilling and reskilling is a common 
social value, a public good, shared between public institutions, social partners, civil society 
and beneficiaries, for empowerment in society and in the labour market;  

• This shift in mindset implies strong political commitment, infused with strong stakeholder 
engagement, cooperation and partnerships at all levels and in all key areas of the analytical 
framework. An effective and coordinated governance implies a need for capacity building for 
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the relevant stakeholders, assuring mutual understanding and common approaches, as well 
as clear roles and responsibilities and accountability; 

• A change in service culture to proactive career guidance service is necessary to move 
decisively towards a lifelong and life-wide process support logic able to reach out to people in 
their own contexts and support them towards sustainable, career and life transitions; 

• All training and other forms of learning, including learning and training in non-formal and 
informal settings need to be valued, promoted and made visible. Skills assessment, validation 
and recognition are a systematic feature in the national skills formation systems;   

• Provisions for multiple paths require: broad, transitional and flexible training offers both in 
the formal and non-formal systems and depending on individual needs (e.g. non-linear offer, 
combination, own pace); clear links to formal qualifications constituting points of reference 
for the identification, documentation, assessment and certification of learning outcomes;  
quality of the training/learning used to communicate the benefits for the potential 
beneficiaries;   

• To reinforce individual motivation, inform potential beneficiaries of available funding and 
learning opportunities, effective communication strategies are necessary, including 
awareness-raising to engage companies, especially SMEs, though informing them on the 
benefits of upskilling and reskilling and the existence of financial instruments;  

• Appropriate level of funding based on cost-sharing mechanisms and specific support for SMEs 
(e.g. partnerships, administrative support) should be designed; 

• Overarching monitoring and evaluation approach informed by a comprehensive and 
integrated data collection system linked to quality assurance. 

Resulting from the discussions and feedback received during the PLF, the following aspects will require 
more emphasis in the final consolidated version of the analytical framework: 

• inclusive and comprehensive learning pathways not limited to the upskilling of low-skilled 
adults, but which should be expanded to embrace all reskilling needs of the adult population 
so to ensure sustainable career and life transitions in a rapidly changing world where 
individuals must face current, foreseeable and unknown future challenges (i.e. technological 
changes and consequences for the future of work, digitalisation, increasing geographic 
mobility and physical environmental change, aging society and social inclusion);  

• Stronger emphasis on the role of community-based approaches and integrated governance 
systems involving both national and local level;  

• More focus on investment in capacity building: both in terms of infrastructure and human 
capital (financing for teachers and trainers, providers, guidance professionals etc.) as well as 
in terms of engagement and support to employers, especially small and medium enterprises. 

The draft analytical framework will be revised and enriched following the discussions and feedback 
received from the stakeholders. Within each key area, the revised key features of the consolidated 
version of the analytical framework (forthcoming, end of 2019) will be complemented with good 
practice examples from EU countries, which may stimulate reflection on the diverse approaches to 
common policymaking challenges in the creation of upskilling pathways.  
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Introduction  

On 20 - 21 May 2019, Cedefop and the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) jointly 
organised the Second policy learning forum on upskilling pathways for adults.  

Cedefop and EESC Policy learning fora (PLF) on upskilling pathways are a series of policy learning 
events on the topic aimed at providing a face-to-face platform for countries, including their civil 
society organisations,to learn from one another and explore common challenges in upskilling adults 
with a low level of skills. 

The first Policy learning forum (PLF) on upskilling pathways: a vision for the future held in February 
2018 demonstrated that while many countries are already equipped to provide skills identification, 
training provision tailored to individuals’ needs and/or validation and recognition of prior learning, 
much needs to be done in bringing together these services in a coordinated manner and within a 
coherent strategy. A coordinated and coherent approach to the upskilling of adults, however, needs 
to be embedded in a system that recognises the heterogeneity of the low-skilled population, which is 
comprised of individuals having diverse needs and characteristics.  

Building on the challenges identified in the first PLF, the 2019 PLF was conceived to provide 
participants an opportunity to work together to:  

• reflect and discuss the needs and policy responses aimed at the different priority target groups 
of low-skilled adults;  

• share their experiences and learn how other countries organise their approach to upskilling 
adults and what is the contribution of the social partners and other civil society organisations; 

• reflect on different visions of upskilling adults, across and within countries, and discuss 
evolving approaches to upskilling; 

• discuss, refine and customise the draft analytical framework for upskilling adults prepared by 
Cedefop for this PLF, as to address specific priorities and challenges at national level. 

Participants   

There was a total of 114 invitees from all Member States (participation in the event was by invitation 
only) in addition to members of the European Economic and Social Committee and the participants 
from Cedefop. As was the case for the first policy learning forum in 2018, priority was given to 
members of the Advisory Committee for Vocational Training (ACVT), which is the group responsible 
for follow up of the Upskilling Pathways Recommendation. The ACVT is composed of representatives 
from trade unions, employers and government.  

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/policy-learning-forum-upskilling-pathways-vision-future-0
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Presentations and parallel sessions 

Introduction by EESC and Cedefop  

Christa Schweng, President of the EESC’s Section on Employment, Social Affairs and Citizenship 
opened the event welcoming the participants. She highlighted the need for further investing in people, 
as a large part of the EU population still lacks basic literacy, numeracy and digital skills. In the current 
context of technological change and ageing societies, skills become increasingly important. They are 
not only essential for companies, for Europe's competitiveness, innovation and growth. They are key 
for individuals' own well-being, personal and professional fulfilment and participation in society. 
Christa Schweng also highlighted the key role of social partners and other civil society organisations in 
reaching out to low-skilled, vulnerable people, guiding and training them. 

Antonio Ranieri, Head of Department for learning end employability at Cedefop, introduced the work 
of the department and its relevance in supporting ongoing Member States’ efforts to ensure that every 
adult in Europe has the possibility to access opportunities provided for through upskilling pathways. 
He stressed that jobs and tasks are changing, creating a transition to new forms of organising work 
and additional skillset requirements. It is especially important to support low-skilled adults in this 
transition, as these individuals are more vulnerable to changes in the labour market and may have 
more difficulties in coping with the speed of change, necessitating enhanced support in the learning 
of new skills.  
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On behalf of the Romanian EU Presidency, Augustin Mihalache outlined the Council’s work on 
upskilling and reskilling and thanked Cedefop for the cooperation during his country’s Presidency. 
Cedefop together with the Romanian Presidency of the EU further explored the issue of developing 
coherent approaches to upskilling pathways for low-skilled adults during the recent seminar in 
Brussels on 25 June 2019.  

 

 

 

Cedefop’s latest evidence on low skilled adults 

Cedefop expert Lidia Salvatore presented the agency’s work on understanding further who are the 
low-skilled and what are their specific skill needs. Adopting a broader definition of low skills, which 
looks not only at educational attainment level (i.e., low-qualification) but also at digital and cognitive 
skills, as well as skill obsolescence, Cedefop’s latest analysis reveals that an estimated 46.1% of the 
EU28, Iceland and Norway adult population, totalling 128 million adults, is in potential need of 
upskilling and/or reskilling.  This is a much larger pool of talent than the 61 million low-qualified 
European adults who are generally identified as low-skilled adults. Older unemployed and inactive 
adults are at an increased risk of being low skilled in all the skills dimensions considered in this analysis. 
Women are mostly at risk of having low digital skills as are older adults, even when they are employed. 
There are significant differences between countries. 

 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/mihalache_presentation_2nd_plf_up.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/developing-coherent-approaches-upskilling-pathways-low-skilled-adults
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/developing-coherent-approaches-upskilling-pathways-low-skilled-adults
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/salvatore_presentation_2nd_plf_up.pdf
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Developing coordinated and coherent approaches to upskilling pathways for adults 

Martina Ni Challaigh presented results from the Commission staff working document, taking stock of 
the implementation of the Upskilling Pathways Recommendation at national level. While member 
states have taken several steps in implementing the Upskilling Pathways Recommendation, many 
challenges persist especially in terms of the scale and sustainability of the initiatives, the limited focus 
on basic skills, lack of emphasis on outreach and guidance as well as lack of coherent and coordinated 
approaches to upskilling. She addressed the importance of building coherence and further 
individualisation through the Recommendation’s three steps of the upskilling pathway approach by 
means of clear mechanisms for coordination and partnership among providers and other 
stakeholders.  

Cedefop experts Lidia Salvatore, Irene Psifidou, Patrycja Lipinska, Pedro Moreno Da Fonseca, Ernesto 
Villalba and Ramona David presented the draft analytical framework, which Cedefop developed for 
this PLF based on the outcomes of 2018 PLF, designed to support key stakeholders in developing 
strategic and coordinated approaches to upskilling pathways for adults. Reflecting the relevant 
expertise represented within the Department for learning and employability at Cedefop,  the draft 
analytical framework brings together resources and knowledge generated in the areas of adult 
learning, tackling early leaving from education and training, financing adult learning, lifelong guidance, 
validation of non-formal and informal learning, and work-based learning.  

The draft framework structure is informed by the Recommendation on Upskilling Pathways, and is 
built by drawing from recent findings, literature reviews and examination of good practice features 
and analytical studies, identifying systemic features for developing a coordinated and coherent 
approach to upskilling pathways for adults.  These features are organized around ten (10) key areas 
(see figure 1 below) of the policy process represented according to three levels, accordingly: decision-
making, support and implementation. The key areas represent important systemic features for 
establishing coherent approaches to upskilling pathways for adults. In the draft analytical framework 
itself, each key area is presented through a definition of the area, its rationale (why it is important) 
and its key features articulated as a list. Following feedback received at the PLF, the analytical 
framework will be revised and finalised. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/ni_cheallaigh_presentation_2nd_plf_up.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/cedefop_experts_presentation_2nd_plf_up.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/cedefop_experts_presentation_2nd_plf_up.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/cedefop_af_upskilling_pathways_20-21.05.2019.pdf
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Figure 1: Draft analytical framework for developing upskilling pathways for adults: 10 key 

areas of the policy process  
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Ms Psifidou presented online resources (see figure 2) including databases and toolkits developed by 
Cedefop to support countries in implementing upskilling pathways. These include the revamped 
vocational education and training (VET) toolkit to tackle early leaving 1which was officially launched 
the week after the PLF, during the Cedefop-LLLP policy forum in Brussels 2.The VET toolkit’s newly 
launched enriched resources offer policymakers and VET providers practical guidance, tips, good 
practices and tools to feed into activities and policies aiming at helping young people to attain at least 
an upper secondary qualification. Ms Psifidou highlighted the importance of adopting a preventative 
approach to ensure that the youth of today do not become the low-skilled adults of the future. 
Successful preventative approaches drawn from VET may be found in this toolkit.  

Ms Psifidou also informed participants about the planned launch of another online resources portal, 
“VET for social inclusion and labour market integration”, currently under development. These 
resources will support youth at risk (early leavers, NEETs, etc.) and low-skilled adults of all ages. These 
will offer countries additional support in tackling early leaving, raising youth employment and in 
implementing upskilling pathways.  

Figure 2: Cedefop resources and tools supporting implementation of upskilling pathways  

 

 

 

                                                           
1 www.cedefop.europa.eu/TEL-toolkit 
2 https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/policy-forum-what-role-community-
lifelong-learning-centres  

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/psifidou_presentation_2nd_plf_up.pdf
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/TEL-toolkit
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/policy-forum-what-role-community-lifelong-learning-centres
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/policy-forum-what-role-community-lifelong-learning-centres
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/policy-forum-what-role-community-lifelong-learning-centres
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/TEL-toolkit
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/policy-forum-what-role-community-lifelong-learning-centres
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/policy-forum-what-role-community-lifelong-learning-centres
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Learning from one another 

On the second day of the PLF, pre-designated groups of participants discussed the key areas of 
Cedefop’s analytical framework and forwarded their observations and proposals to refine the draft 
analytical framework in order to better address the challenges preventing a coordinated and coherent 
approach to upskilling pathways for adults. They also used the framework as a tool for discussing their 
differing policy approaches, and for sharing knowledge and experiences on upskilling.  Summaries of 
the discussions from each parallel session are presented below. 

 

Session A:  Integrated approach to upskilling pathways for adults (key area 1), Identification of target 
groups (key area 2) and Multi-level/multi-stakeholder governance (key area 3). 

While participants agreed that having an integrated approach is the overarching element for 
developing a coherent and coordinated approach to upskilling pathways, the fragmentation and 
complexity of relevant policy measures in upskilling and reskilling of the adult population make it very 
difficult to implement.  

Having a written strategy, where multiple relevant policy domains are included in a holistic fashion, 
can support the establishment of an integrated approach. Such a strategy, however, should be 
grounded in a shared vision drawing from strong political commitment, and with strong stakeholder 
engagement. This requires a shift in mindset: the development of a shared vision grounded in lifelong 
learning where upskilling and reskilling is valued by all stakeholders, including the individual adult 
learners/citizens, as a common social value, a public good, for empowerment in society and in the 
labour market. 
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Having a strategic vision where all stakeholders are on board, however, is a complex process, as 
different stakeholders may have different priorities. A shared vision can be built promoting the 
benefits of upskilling and reskilling and by adopting a forward-looking strategy capable of 
anticipating changing needs enabling the creation of the necessary arrangements through 
consultation and partnerships with relevant stakeholders, in particular with social partners and other 
civil society organisations.  

Once an integrated strategy based on a common vision is established, it needs to be made public, 
communicated and promoted effectively to ensure that all stakeholders are on board.  

Effective governance mechanisms are at the core of a strategic approach to upskilling pathways and 
directly derive from having a common vision where skill development is regarded as a public value 
and responsibility is shared between public institutions, social partners, civil society but also 
individuals themselves as those who can benefit from an effective strategy. With this in mind, 
multilevel and multi-stakeholder governance in upskilling pathways involves the efficient vertical and 
horizontal coordination of all relevant stakeholders in order to not only reach the diverse pool of 
potential adult beneficiaries, but also to serve their comprehensive needs.  

Roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders should be clearly defined, including establishing strategic 
leadership, and their capacity and accountability should be strengthened as to maximise policy 
coherence and foster effective partnerships. Emphasis should be given to the strategic role played by 
the local/ community level, and more efforts should be made in ensuring that the agreed integrated 
strategy can be transferred at the local/community level. One of the biggest challenges in existing 
skills governance mechanisms relates to the limited involvement of beneficiaries’ representatives, 
often resulting in learners’ needs not being met and in limited uptake of upskilling opportunities.  

Governance structures should also reflect the institutional setting of the country. In some country 
contexts it may be appropriate to establish certain governance mechanisms for policymaking and 
specific governance mechanisms for implementation, whereas this will vary according to national and 
local contexts. 

A strategic and integrated approach to upskilling pathways for adults involves the definition and 
identification of target groups. Depending on the strategy agreed on, however, this can imply 
prioritising a specific group of the low-skilled adult population, or a more overarching approach. While 
some participants stressed that limited resources call for prioritising specific groups of low-skilled 
adults, other participants argued that no citizen should be left behind, and targeting should only relate 
to the implementation phase (the identification of the needs and tailored learning offer of the 
learner). 

A strategic approach to target group identification should ensure the use of the relevant available 
data, cooperation and partnerships among different stakeholders for data collection (for example 
social partners for the employees, while NGOs and civil society organisations may be better positioned 
to identify specific groups of the low skilled adult population) as well as strategic plan for data 
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utilisation. The strategic approach should also consider the risks of establishing numerical targets, 
which may create strategies driven by numbers rather than by quality.  

Session D Monitoring and evaluation (key area 4). 

Participants acknowledged that key features are clear and rather flexible, suitable for adaptation to 
different contexts. More concrete information, guidelines and support is needed however, on how to 
set up and implement effective monitoring and evaluation systems. 
While putting in place a comprehensive monitoring and evaluation system is a long-term process, for 
it to work smoothly, participants contended that it should not be too burdensome or complicated, but 
rather be underpinned by a clear and concise methodology. Participants highlighted, in particular, the 
need to clarify how to establish clear monitoring and evaluation objectives, as well as how to select 
relevant indicators that reflect the set aims and objectives. Discussions highlighted the need to 
monitor and evaluate the long-term impact and cost-benefits of policies and acknowledged that 
measuring social and economic impacts is very challenging. Establishing causal links between policies 
related to upskilling pathways and any such impacts is not easy. Participants also remarked that itis 
important to interpret data according to context (i.e.  labour market dynamics in different regions).  
Similarly, they acknowledged that more efforts are needed to ensure alignment of data collection 
systems and indicators used within countries. They also stressed the importance of collecting the 
users’ perspectives, including information on their characteristics and their needs. 
Participants also acknowledged that a fully comprehensive monitoring and evaluation system should 
also inform future trends and anticipate future needs.  
Given the complexity of monitoring and evaluation, participants also stressed the importance of 
evaluating and disseminating good practices as a tool to learn from previous experiences, both 
positive and negative. More reflection is needed, however, on how to identify and collect good 
practices. 

Discussions also highlighted the need to mobilise resources, both human and financial, and to ensure 
sustainability. Investment in capacity building and providing the right training and support to 
professionals in the field of monitoring and evaluation and policy makers, including support on how 
to interpret data, was mentioned. 

While discussing the issue of capacity building, also in terms of technical infrastructure, participants 
discussed the possibility of professionalising monitoring and evaluation and using independent, 
external bodies to gather data and evaluate. This may be considered as an option in appropriate 
contexts/cases. 

Establishing an overarching monitoring and evaluation system underpinned by comprehensive data 
collection requires more than taking the characteristics of the Recommendation into account, but 
involves consideration of the system and the stakeholders involved. Involving the appropriate 
stakeholders can facilitate effective data collection and can help address some of the challenges, such 
as low response rates and data sensitivity. Involving relevant stakeholders is challenging though 
solutions can be found: a good communication strategy can involve both raising awareness among 
data collectors on the importance of having accurate data, but also communicating the monitoring 
and evaluation results back to the different levels, (national, regional and local), which may facilitate 
stakeholders’ engagement and ownership.  
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Session C Financial and non-financial support (key area 5) 
 
The discussions confirmed the relevance of the key features identified in the analytical framework 
under this key area. Participants focused, in particular, on how to ensure appropriate level of funding 
and ensure sustainability, especially as some countries significantly rely on ESF funding.  

Participants discussed the need for better coordination in the process of planning and granting 
financial support. In some countries, there are considerable delays between planning and 
implementation (in particular when ESF funding is involved), and it takes too long for the financial 
support to reach the final beneficiaries.  

Some participants highlighted that in their own contexts the challenge is not the availability of financial 
resources, but rather how to make the best use of them.  They underlined the need for better 
coordination between funding sources/bodies allocating the funding for various learning purposes to 
ensure more efficient use of the funds. Many participants stressed that in-depth monitoring and 
evaluation studies (not only short questionnaires and satisfaction surveys), systematic evaluation 
studies underpinned by the right indicators and thorough analysis of good practices, may support 
understanding of the most effective and efficient allocation of financial resources.  

Another issue discussed was the appropriate design of the financing instruments to effectively target 
the specific needs of groups of low-skilled adults and of companies, especially SMEs. Various factors 
such as the timing of granting of the financial support (upfront payment versus reimbursement), the 
use of preferential treatment (e.g. higher volumes of funding, priority given when allocating the funds) 
and covering (some) indirect costs of training/upskilling (on top of direct costs) are different 
approaches which may be considered when designing financial incentives. 

Participants have also highlighted the need to better and more directly involve companies in the 
design of the financing instruments and to identify what would motivate them to provide training to 
low-skilled individuals. In particular they stressed the need to engage SMEs/employers through raising 
their awareness on the benefits of investing in employee skills, and on the other hand, to raise SMEs 
awareness about funding opportunities (existence of particular financing instruments/incentives). 
Obstacles preventing engagement among some categories of SMEs, however, is that they are simply 
too small to afford sending their employees for training and/or they lack in-house training capacity. 
Specific support such as networks and pooling of resources may help in addressing this challenge.  

In designing the right financial and non-financial support, attention should be paid to the groups 
underrepresented in training/upskilling pathways. Within this context participants stressed training 
as an individual right and the need to address the lack of motivation among some adults in 
participating in learning and training activities. Better individualised and tailored support and guidance 
can help ensure that every adult has the opportunity to improve his/her skills and competences. 
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Session B Outreach (key area 6) and Lifelong guidance system (key area 7) 

Various participant discussions that took place during the session on the interrelated area themes of 
outreach and lifelong guidance systems, according to their conceptualisation described in the 
analytical framework, form the basis of several important observations, presented here in an 
integrated format. The outcomes of the discussions addressed both the state of outreach and 
guidance systems in the countries and the challenges therein, as well as reflections on how to improve 
these features of the system to more effectively facilitate access to upskilling opportunities for adults, 
particularly those who are hardest to reach and/or who can benefit from upskilling pathways. 

In a number of national contexts an appropriate guidance service for adults still needs to be 
developed. Most Member States (MS) have minimum provisions under services associated with the 
unemployment benefit scheme. Services with a long-term career development logic, to help people 
become more self-aware, make training choices, find validation solutions and manage career paths 
are less common. Services with universal access are still not the rule and outreach methodologies are 
seldom put into place, leaving the most vulnerable without obvious solutions. 

Shared responsibility and vision across relevant stakeholders is a key ingredient for successful 
integrated career support to adults. The needs of both enterprises and workers need to be assessed 
and, to the extent possible anticipated, forging the basis for an agreement on what the training offer 
should look like and what the validation systems need to support. State and social partners must 
collaboratively develop this shared vision, bridging different services, such as guidance and validation, 
and co-existing standards for qualifications and competences. This joint work must lay the basis for 
technical cooperation across existing services which will allow for the existence of shared codes, tools, 
standards and quality referrals across provisions. 

This type of agreement can only be brought forward by a change in the mentality and attitudes of 
policymakers and managers of both public services and private business. These key decision-makers 
need to raise their awareness regarding the role of career guidance and outreach and their 
importance, for individuals and policy. Guidance and outreach services need to be stable features of 
skills development and adult learning policies, instead of collateral effects of ideological debate. 
Ideally, they must be framed by national agreements across political forces, consolidated in national 
strategies and stable budgetary items.   

A change in service culture is necessary in career guidance, from a static, “open door” service into a 
dynamic and proactive service. Guidance needs to reach people in their particular settings, be it in 
their places of socialisation, with street/peer work and tailored contact, in their workplace or in their 
free time, when navigating the web.   Services require more flexible attitudes of providers, multi-
channelling of delivery and a networked and multi-stakeholder logic.  

The later requires an emphasis on an improvement of local and regional coordination and 
cooperation. Municipalities can play a central role in coordinating local efforts, due their pre-existing 
ties and logistical endowment. Local cooperation should be based on each partners’ strengths, to the 
extent that each can have particular and specialised contributions to the establishment and 
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maintenance of integrated career support. Local cooperation is also key to source labour market 
intelligence, regarding emerging vacancies, mobility, changes in occupational profiles and conditions 
for work. Local cooperation can be consolidated in one-stop-shop formats, or other universal access 
spaces, which reunite under the same roof all relevant stakeholders. 

Career guidance and outreach need to be well coordinated. Frequently guidance exists without 
outreach and outreach initiatives may have very weak links to existing career support. It is desirable 
that career guidance is well integrated in a holistic process which includes tracking, contact and 
reengagement in learning and work. People in need should be aware of support available and how to 
access it. Work developed in a well-coordinated service relies on assessment and development of 
individual readiness to learn and work, instead of one-size-fits-all employability measures. People are 
appropriately motivated, empowered (skills, attitudes, knowledge) and make progress at their own 
pace. Waiving barriers to access guidance services is also a key component of successful outreach   
(e.g. requirement of registration in employment services “file”). 

Career guidance services need to move decisively towards a lifelong and life-wide process support 
logic. Greater integration across support services addressing different life stages and contexts must 
exist (e.g. school counselling, employment services, social services, municipal services), supported by 
shared standards (e.g. qualifications) and adequate tools (e.g. individual portfolios). Interventions and 
activities must be implemented within a framework of long term development of career management 
skills. This long-term perspective must also reach enterprise human resource practices, through the 
establishment of a career learning culture with shared gains for enterprises and employees – 
incentives and technical support to SMEs are necessary. Guidance services must also clearly care for 
work-life balance and offer a human, understanding face to clients in difficult situations. Career 
development support should be understood as a component of a larger life process, rather than 
merely a functional tool for skill development. 

Quality of guidance must be assured by making it an outcomes-oriented activity, based on 
professional service and teamwork. Good guidance is only provided by professional practitioners who 
should be prepared to adapt their provision to contexts of practice. Sector/context specific adaptation 
and training is therefore recommendable. Capacity to provide career development support should be 
particularly enhanced in enterprise and community contexts. Contemporary career guidance services 
would benefit greatly from enhancing their capacity to cooperate with other services and enterprises, 
approaching the outcomes of the service as a result of teamwork, rather than a specialised 
psychological provision.  

Finally, career guidance should be consolidated as an individual right and choice, under the scope of 
economic and social rights. It is strictly linked to equal opportunities in access to education, decent 
work and minimum human security and welfare. This right should be co-substantiated by objective 
items in education, training, social and employment policies as well as in the development of digital 
citizenship. 
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Session E Skills assessment (key area 8) and Validation and recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning (key area 10) 

Within the discussions, participants identified the need to better clarify what is meant by skills 
assessment, validation, certification and recognition. These distinctions are not only theoretical but 
also have important implications in terms of the different legal foundations/frameworks adopted at 
country level. 

Skills assessment, validation and recognition should be a systematic feature in the skills formation 
systems of the country. Participants highlight the need to integrate validation and skills assessment 
into existing services, such as career guidance and education and training provision. This integration 
can only be achieved if the objective of the skills assessment and validation processes is clear. Different 
services will use skill identification and validation for different purposes. As such, education and 
training institutions might use it to award full or partial qualifications, while career guidance services 
might use it as a tool to identify an individual’s strengths and plan the next career move. What remains 
crucial is that the different forms of skills assessments and validation are integrated and built into each 
other, as to create a continuum that the individual can navigate. This requires a clear connection 
between guidance and validation processes. 

Creating these key areas as systematic features of an overarching scheme requires coordination 
among stakeholders and good governance, which constitute the second main challenge addressed in 
the discussions.  The different stakeholders need to have a clear definition of their roles and 
responsibilities. For them to trust the system, they need to be informed and involved in its different 
aspects. Participants indicated the importance of making the inclusion of SMEs in the framework more 
explicit and clear. They are important actors to benefit and contribute to the skill assessment and 
validation. 

Currency and portability can only be assured if there is buy-in from companies, trade unions and civil 
society organisations; without the trust of the different actors who have not been directly involved in 
the validation process, the usefulness of validation is severely diminished. This means also that the 
different stakeholders must accept (formally or informally) the standards that are used to assess the 
skills. On this point, the different groups of participants did not reach agreement: for some, formal, 
national standards should be the norm and the only standards used, while others considered that 
other standards (occupational, sectoral defined or even at European level) might be more adequate 
to allow for greater portability. Nevertheless, the different groups agreed that the ultimate feature 
that will assure credibility and trust in the outcomes is the existence of reliable tools, which are valid 
and quality assured, verifying beyond a doubt, the skills that an individual has acquired.  

The need for valid and reliable tools was debated in the context of putting the individual at the centre. 
Participants highlighted the tension between objectivity of the assessment and the adaptability of the 
tools to individual needs. The adaptability of the tools can be an important aspect for motivating 
individuals to make use of upskilling pathways, especially hard-to-reach individuals. Motivating these 
hard-to-reach individuals remains one of the main challenges in the implementation of skills 
assessment and validation and recognition of skills and competences. 
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Motivating individuals to participate as well as balancing reliability and flexibility of assessments 
requires well-trained professionals. Participants addressed the importance of having qualified 
personnel to assure the quality of the outcomes of the process as well as to properly engage 
beneficiaries. There is therefore a need for the creation of specific training and reference frameworks 
for these professionals.  

Session F Tailored learning offer either leading to a formal qualification (key area 9A) or with work-
based learning (key area 9B) 

There is overall agreement that upskilling strategy depends on the target group and that each country 
should be able to decide on their target groups. In connection with this, there was a debate on 
whether or not target groups could include, for example, highly educated and employed persons who 
lack certain competences due to developments in their field, area or profession. This implies that 
upskilling pathways could be expanded to cover professional/continuing training, which implies that 
public strategies and public spending could as a consequence of this strategy, cover such training. 
While some participants were in favour of such an approach, others argued that this type of training 
should not be included in public strategies and financed with public money; instead, this should be 
organised by sector and professional organisations. According to the latter opinions, upskilling 
pathway strategies should focus primarily on people with no or low educational and skill levels or with 
outdated qualifications, etc. Participants suggested the framework should clarify this point, also in the 
context of limited public money and the debate on whether upskilling pathway strategies should make 
choices and set priorities. 

Upskilling pathways strategies need to be decided in dialogue with the economic sector 
representatives and ensure complementarities with the sectors’ strategies and initiatives for training 
their workforce. The importance of discussions at branch level and of collecting bargaining were 
emphasised.  

The provision of training should be linked to the possibility of certification and of obtaining a 
qualification, which should not be an obligation but a possibility for adults, who may or may not opt 
for a qualification. Taking a traditional final exam for certification should not be compulsory due to 
the fear of failure among adults. Adults do need to be encouraged to participate in 
examinations/assessments to obtain a formal certificate or diploma; however, different forms of 
examinations that are more appropriate for adults should be used.   

There was agreement on the need to have different paths and a broad training offer both in the formal 
and non-formal systems and for providers to offer flexible forms of training depending on individual 
needs (e.g. non-linear offer, combination, own pace); however, offers should have clear links to formal 
qualifications and to corresponding learning objectives/learning outcomes. These outcomes should 
constitute points of reference for the validation and certification processes, ensure quality and be 
used to communicate the benefits to the potential beneficiaries.  Formal paths need to be made more 
flexible and they need to include/embed transversal skills/key competences related to the field of 
professional training. One strategy to provide key competences is thus to embed them into the 
teaching of professional skills, as the prospect of acquiring job-related skills is more appealing to adults 
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than convincing them to simply engage in literacy and numeracy learning, for example. Connected to 
this, the link to an occupation is persuasive argument in promoting participation in education and 
training among low skilled/low qualified individuals.  

There was general agreement that the most difficult aspect of implementing upskilling pathways, is 
getting low-skilled/qualified individuals on board. In relation to those who are illiterate, one of the 
main obstacles to confront is their shame in publicly disclosing that they lack numeracy and literacy 
skills. This situation exposes the urgent need for new teaching and learning methods (e.g., phone 
learning) that may help learners overcome feelings that prevent them from participating. 

The challenge of organising training for people in employment was also discussed. In some countries, 
there is a public measure wherein providers are expected to conduct on-site company training. It is 
not always the case, however, that employers are willing to engage with providers and give them 
access to their premises or their employees. Providers cannot resolve the situation on their own: 
employers need to buy into employee training and also to assume responsibility. At the least, 
providers and employers should work together to convince individuals to take up training; it is not 
easy for an individual to take up the initiative by himself/herself. More broadly, there is need for local-
level collaboration and networks. The need for ownership among each party involved was also 
emphasised. 

Finally, in relation to engaging companies in providing training for adults (via internships or provision 
of apprenticeship placements), employers must be approached in terms of a structure that promotes 
work-based learning, in particular apprenticeship provision for adults. Employers may have adverse 
attitudes to certain target groups and may discriminate against them. In addition, arranging workplace 
placements needs to be approached carefully  from the start, as not all target groups may be equally 
prepared to take up internships or apprenticeships, which may necessitate further initial preparation 
for some learners/beneficiaries For example, some migrants may be unprepared for certain workplace 
environments in terms of their awareness of expectations, company culture, and so on. 

Stakeholder perspectives 

In the final panel discussions representatives from different stakeholder groups took the stage:  
Vladimíra Drbalová, Vice-President of the Labour Market Observatory of the EESC; Csaba Borboly, 
Member of the European Committee of the Regions (CoR); Mario Patuzzi, Head of Unit Basic Issues of 
Vocational Education, German Confederation of Trade Unions (DGB); Fons Leroy, CEO of the Flemish 
public employment service (Vlaamse Dienst voor Arbeidsbemiddeling en Beroepsopleiding – VDAB) 
and Chair of the European Network of Public Employment Services; Gina Ebner, Secretary General, 
European Association for the Education of Adults (EAEA); and, Brikena Xhomaqi, Director, Lifelong 
Learning Platform (LLLP). Stakeholders confirmed many of the messages arising from the previous 
discussions. They stressed the importance of investing in upskilling and reskilling of the adult 
population and highlighted the need for a change in mindset: upskilling and reskilling pathways are 
not only for current labour market integration, but are futureproof learning pathways towards 
sustainable careers and life transitions. The public employment services, accordingly, should be ready 
to embark on this new challenge pro-actively as a key player on the labour market.  Also discussed 
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was the need for a change in the career-guidance service culture, especially with a renewed emphasis 
on reaching out to potential clients and beneficiaries, and the strategic role played by the local and 
community level. In this regard stakeholders also advocated for investment in capacity building of 
relevant professionals (teachers and trainers, guidance professionals etc.) and for ensuring that all 
learning, acquired in formal, non-formal and informal settings, is valued, promoted and made visible.  

Among the other pertinent issues that were raised were the importance of encouraging motivation to 
participate in learning opportunities and how to support and encourage employers, especially SMEs, 
to offer upskilling and reskilling. Limited resources call for reflection on how to make the best use of 
existing infrastructures and to rethink resource allocation, focusing on initiatives which are likely to 
have a positive and visible impact benefitting the individual and society, alike.  

Most of all, panellists stressed that upskilling pathways is a shared responsibility of all stakeholders, 
highlighting the need to establish an adequate social dialogue involving all relevant actors. Speakers 
also highlighted, however, the need to move from political commitment, to action; and to take 
concrete steps to exploit synergies in existing practices and establish effective governance and 
partnerships.  

Conclusions and next steps  

In the concluding session, Cedefop Management Board Chair Tatjana Babrauskiene stated that she 
was positively impressed that participants affirmed the importance of an adequate social dialogue and 
the involvement of social partners and social stakeholders in the design and implementation of 
upskilling pathways. She emphasised that Cedefop will continue to support knowledge-sharing among 
and within countries and, to these ends, will continue to provide new research, and fora designated 
for these exchanges, which necessarily includes the sharing of inspiring practices and experiences. Ms 
Babrauskiene also thanked the EESC for co-organising the event, and the European Commission for its 
support. 

Ákos Topolanszky, Vice-President of the Section on Employment, Social Affairs and Citizenship (SOC) 
of the EESC, underscored the inclusiveness of the event’s policy focus, adding that access to upskilling 
pathways is an individual right for all citizens, while the Commission’s representative Dana Bachmann 
thanked Cedefop and EESC for taking the work on upskilling pathways forward, focusing on two key 
messages: the need to move from political commitment to action by increasing funding and rethinking 
what we invest in; and, finally, the public recognition of the importance of continuing vocational 
education and training. 
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What is coming next?:  

The draft analytical framework will be revised and enriched following the discussions and feedback 
received during the policy learning forum. Within each key area, the revised key features of the 
forthcoming consolidated version of the analytical framework will be complemented with good 
practice examples from across Europe, which may inspire stakeholders by offering them new ideas for 
current and future policymaking related to upskilling pathways. 

The consolidated analytical framework will be available by the end of 2019.  

 

For more information see Cedefop’s analytical framework for developing upskilling pathways for 
adults and the briefing note Preventing low skills through lifelong learning 

 
More information on Cedefop research and access to publications:  
Adult learning and continuing vocational training   

Lifelong guidance  
Early leaving from education and training  
Financing training  

Validation of non-formal and informal learning 
Apprenticeships in work-based learning  

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/cedefop_af_upskilling_pathways_20-21.05.2019.pdf
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/cedefop_af_upskilling_pathways_20-21.05.2019.pdf
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/9136
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/it/events-and-projects/projects/adult-learning
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/projects/lifelong-guidance
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/projects/early-leaving-education-and-training
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/projects/financing-training
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/projects/validation-non-formal-and-informal-learning
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/projects/apprenticeships-work-based-learning
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More information on recent EESC's opinions on education and training: 
  

Opinion on Digitalisation, Al and Equity - How to strenghten the EU in the global race of future skills 
and education, while ensuring social inclusion (2019) 
 Opinion on The changing world of work and the longevity/ageing population - The preconditions for 
ageing workers to stay active in the new world of work (2019) 
Opinion on The Education package (2018) 
Opinion on The digital gender gap (2018) 
Opinion on An EU Framework for Quality and Effective Apprenticeships (2018) 
Opinion on  Supportive education systems to avoid skills mismatches (2018) 
Opinion on Future of work/skills (2018) 
Opinion on New EU education strategy (2017) 
Opinion on Provision and development of skills, including digital skills, in the context of new forms of 
work: new policies and changing roles and responsibilities (2017) 
Opinion on High quality education for all (2017) 
Opinion on New skills agenda (2017) 
 
 

 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/digitalisation-al-and-equity-how-strenghten-eu-global-race-future-skills-and-education-while-ensuring-social-inclusion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/digitalisation-al-and-equity-how-strenghten-eu-global-race-future-skills-and-education-while-ensuring-social-inclusion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/changing-world-work-and-longevityageing-population-preconditions-ageing-workers-stay-active-new-world-work-exploratory
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/changing-world-work-and-longevityageing-population-preconditions-ageing-workers-stay-active-new-world-work-exploratory
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/education-package
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/digital-gender-gap-exploratory-opinion-european-parliament
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eu-framework-quality-and-effective-apprenticeships
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/supportive-education-systems-avoid-skills-mismatches
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/future-workskills
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/new-eu-education-strategy
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/provision-and-development-skills-including-digital-skills-context-new-forms-work-new-policies-and-changing-roles-and
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/provision-and-development-skills-including-digital-skills-context-new-forms-work-new-policies-and-changing-roles-and
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/high-quality-education-all
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/new-skills-agenda

