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Summary of outcomes 

On 5 and 6 November 2020, Cedefop and the European Economic and Social Committee 

organised the third Policy Learning Forum on upskilling pathways: a vision for the future.  

Policy Learning Fora (PLF) on upskilling pathways are a series of policy learning events 

on the topic aimed at providing a platform for countries to come together to learn from one 

another and explore common challenges in upskilling adults with low level of skills. 

Four years into the adoption of the Upskilling Pathways Recommendation aim of the third 

PLF on upskilling pathways was to progress further with support to implementation by 

discussing:  

1. success factors and challenges to implementation of upskilling pathways;  

2. how Cedefop analytical framework on upskilling pathways can be of support to 

implementation, and; 

3. the future priorities and directions for upskilling pathways.  

Participants  

There were 93 participants, including 57 representatives from the Member States 

(participation in the event was by invitation only) and 18 members of the European Economic 

and Social Committee. As was the case for the previous two policy learning fora in 2018 and 

2019, 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 governments. 

Setting the scene: empowering adults through upskilling and reskilling pathways  

Cedefop estimates that 128 million of Europeans1 are low-skilled as they are either low-

educated, have low digital skills, low cognitive skills or are medium-high educated at risk of 

skill loss and obsolescence; these estimates hint to a large pool of talent and untapped 

potential waiting to be unlocked.  

The good news is that according to Cedefop latest opinion survey on Adult Learning and CVET 

adults are aware of the importance of participating in learning, implying that the potential 

demand for continuing learning is high. Results of the survey also highlight that there is a clear 

demand for policy makers to prioritise investment in this area, and the new ambitious targets 

                                                       
1 EU-27 Member States, the UK, Iceland and Norway 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/third-policy-learning-forum-upskilling-pathways-vision-future-virtual-event
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/third-policy-learning-forum-upskilling-pathways-vision-future-virtual-event
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_salvatore.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/3081
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/3086
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set in the New skills Agenda go in this direction suggesting a momentum for lifelong upskilling 

and reskilling.  

However, it is not only the magnitude of the challenge, but its complexity that European 

countries are facing. Cedefop work also shows that low-skilled adults are a highly 

heterogeneous population, comprising people with very different characteristics, backgrounds 

and needs. Unlocking this potential is a complex issue and requires a systematic approach to 

upskilling low-skilled adults bringing tailored training offers together with supporting systems 

and structures that provide financing, guidance as well as opportunities for validation and 

recognition of prior learning in a coordinated manner and coherent strategy. 

In support, Cedefop has developed the Analytical Framework for upskilling pathways which 

was also presented and discussed at the forum last year.  

Upskilling pathways as intended in the analytical framework is about pulling together 

resources and creating the right synergies for supporting every (low-skilled) adult towards an 

individual path to empowerment. It is about creating a comprehensive approach to the 

upskilling and reskilling of the low-skilled adult population. This approach should be able to 

address their needs in a coordinated and coherent way and ensure that they have all the tools 

and support to embark on sustainable learning pathways leading to their full potential and 

fulfilment.  

In line with the principles and frame of reference provided by the Upskilling Pathways 

Recommendation the Cedefop analytical framework has been developed to sustain this 

unique vision of upskilling pathways for low-skilled adults. It is developed to support policy-

makers and other stakeholders in designing and implementing coordinated and coherent 

approaches to upskilling pathways for low-skilled adults. It is not intended as an exhaustive 

list of necessary conditions or an assessment tool. It works as a frame of reference for 

stimulating discussion and reflection on design and implementation of upskilling pathways. It 

is intended as a source of inspiration for policy-makers and other stakeholders, to support 

them in identifying key areas for action. Its value-added aspects involve the development 

process, its core foundation and its multidisciplinary contents: 

(a) it articulates a clear grounding in a lifelong learning perspective and is focused on the 

empowerment of the individual learner/beneficiary; 

(b) it is articulated around important systemic features needed for a coherent and 

coordinated approach to upskilling pathways for low-skilled adults; 

(c) it contains 10 key areas of the policy process organised according to three levels: 

decision-making, support, and implementation;  

(d) it unlocks synergies and fosters complementarities, and contributes to the enrichment of 

knowledge and evidence within each key area, promoting coordination and cooperation 

across the 10 key areas; and 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=22832&langId=en
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/5560
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/5560
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/3082
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/3082
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/3082_en_chapter_3.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:JOC_2016_484_R_0001
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:JOC_2016_484_R_0001
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/3082_en_chapter_3.pdf
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(e) it is a living document. It is based on an iterative process integrating both qualitative 

research, five pilot country case studies and two rounds of stakeholder consultations aimed at 

gaining important stakeholder feedback and input collected at the first and second Policy 

Learning Forum on Upskilling Pathways.  

 

The Analytical framework is not the only Cedefop tool that can support stakeholders in the 

implementation of Upskilling Pathways, several other tools and resources are available such 

as:  

• Resources for guidance and the inventory for lifelong guidance systems; 

• The European inventory on validation of non formal and informal learning; 

• Database on financing adult learning which is being updated with the reference year 

2020; 

• The VET toolkit for tackling early leaving; 

• The European Database on apprenticeships schemes; 

• The database on financing apprenticeships.  

 

Further, in the future Cedefop will: 

• continue to support the development of systematic, coordinated and coherent 

approaches to upskilling pathways for low-skilled adults by starting cooperating with 

Member States to undertake in depth reviews (Thematic Country Reviews, TCRs) of 

their national approach to the implementation of upskilling pathways; 

• support the establishment, scaling-up and upgrading of CVET systems supporting a 

systematic approach to continuous learning for adults in a lifelong learning perspective; 

• expand the VET toolkits, with the launch of two new toolkits for empowering NEETs 

and for empowering low-skilled adults. 

 

Towards successful implementation and future priorities  

 
During the event representatives from Finland (Tiina Polo, Ministry of Education and Culture), 

Ireland (Mary Lyons, SOLAS), the Netherlands (Lise Weerden, Ministry of Education, Culture 

and science) and Portugal (Alexandra Teixeira and Maria João Alves, National Agency for 

Qualification and Vocational Education and Training) presented their approach to the 

implementation of upskilling pathways, focusing on the main elements of success and 

remaining challenges to implementation. These issues were further discussed among the 

participants during three parallel workshops facilitated by Finland, Ireland and the 

Netherlands. Chiara Riondino, Head of Unit at DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/policy-learning-forum-upskilling-pathways-vision-future-0
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/second-policy-learning-forum-upskilling-pathways-vision-future
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/toolkits/resources-guidance
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/country-reports/inventory-lifelong-guidance-systems-and-practices
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/projects/validation-non-formal-and-informal-learning/european-inventory
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/tools/financing-adult-learning-db
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/toolkits/vet-toolkit-tackling-early-leaving
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/data-visualisations/apprenticeship-schemes
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/financing-apprenticeships
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_finland.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_ireland.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_netherlands.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_portugal.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_finland_workshop_0.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_ireland_workshop.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_netherlands_workshop.pdf
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(European Commission) presented recent policy developments and future policy directions 

and priorities at European level. These reflections laid the ground for an open discussion on 

the essential features for successful upskilling pathways implementation, main challenges to 

implementation as well as future priorities and directions. The main messages are summarised 

below. 

Essential features for successful implementation: 

• Embedding the approach within a vision, which is shared, agreed and understood by 

all stakeholders and that is able to foster a common purpose and motivation to pursue 

it.  

• The existence of a common, shared and agreed vision is only possible when sustained 

by continuous political commitment at the highest level and strategic allocated 

and/or earmarked funding at all appropriate levels (including for capacity building) 

ensuring sustainability and efficiency over time. These are necessary preconditions 

paving the way for a sustainable vision of upskilling pathway.  

• Continuous political commitment which goes beyond government terms and/or 

political interests; implementing the vision becomes an inalienable (undeniable) public 

good/ value not up for discussion. 

• Engagement/participation of all stakeholders at all levels with clearly defined and 

shared goals, responsibility and accountability. 

• Centrality of the individual: taking the individual’s needs as the starting point when 

designing and implmenting coordinated approaches; and enable individuals to own 

and be responsible for their process of up/re-skilling.  

• Continuity: in all the MS there are several valid initiatives in place. It is essential to 

build and capitalise on these. Such approaches are sustained by continuous 

monitoring and evaluation, to evaluate those initiatives or policies which are working, 

and those which are not working so well and may need revision or to be discontinued.   

• Personalization of the services and the offers: a flexible, accessible and tailored 

learning/training offer providing the appropriate skills (specific/technical and/or 

transversal) according to the needs and circumstances of the individual beneficiary. It 

is sustained by quality guidance and validation as well as outreach services able to 

reach out to all low-skilled adults, according to their specific circumstances and 

contexts. It is supported by a digital ecosystem that supports all elements of the 

approach including monitoring and evaluation. 

Challenges to successful implementation:  

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_riondino.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/plf_upskilling_pathways_2020_riondino.pdf


 5 

• Strategic planning: ensuring that all relevant areas are systematically coordinated to 

foster synergies and sustain the strategic approach grounded in the shared vision. 

• Strengthen social dialogue among the different stakeholders: improve clarity among 

stakeholders and fostering cooperation and partnerships-based approaches in practice.  

• Balance between company and individual needs: ensuring individual motivation and 

participation as well as company traction. Appropriate outreach strategies to reach out to 

individual low-skilled adults supported by multidisciplinary teams as well as mechanisms 

to reach out to companies to engage them into offering learning and training opportunities 

in a systematic and continuous manner, and to identify possible beneficiaries within their 

companies. Companies may not be fully aware of the significant contribution of upskilling 

and reskilling of the workforce for their specific companies, as well as for economies and 

societies more in general.   

• Understanding skills needs: ensuring that learning opportunities align with companies 

needs and people aspirations relies on quality, real-time labour market information 

accessible and understandable by all stakeholders. The need for comprehensive 

information requires methods and strategies for involving key stakeholders in compiling 

data and information for making informed decisions.  

• Sustainability: in relation to funding arrangements (how to sustain/maintain funding 

arrangements and build sustainability in the strategic planning and implementation) as well 

as in terms of maintaining and sustaining the partnerships with a wide range of key 

stakeholders. Shared cost mechanisms in terms of government, employees and 

employers contributing to the cost of upskilling and re-skilling initiatives may ensure 

sustainability and efficacy over time, while contributing to foster shared commitment, 

accountability and responsibility. Appropriate communication strategies and resources are 

necessary to maintain high stakeholder engagement and commitment. 

• Investment in the capacity and professionalization of practitioners and teachers and 

trainers: all practitioners need appropriate pedagogical skills and capacity to work with 

adults not only for training provision, but also to reach out and motivate them.  

Future policy priorities:  

• Developing a strategic and systematic approach underpinned by a common vision: 

need to focus on a common strategy bringing the vision together; 

• Supporting a new learning culture towards skill development where systematic 

lifelong upskilling and reskilling is the norm, and it is sustained by effective 

coordination and cooperation of all stakeholders and at all levels; 
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• Inclusion: empowering low-skilled adults by means of promoting their reskilling and 

upskilling remains an important policy priority; strengthen efforts to bring in the 

‘invisibles’ and foster participation of those most vulnerable and/or at risk and/or 

disengaged. Continued emphasis on targeted approaches to specific target groups 

most at need; 

• Making learning/training offers more flexible, accessible and tailored to the 

individual needs: exploiting the potential of blended learning modes/pedagogies as 

well as digitalisation; 

• Momentum: current circumstances and effects of the covid-19 pandemic as 

opportunities for change and for creating a new learning culture towards lifelong 

upskilling and reskilling aimed at enabling low-skilled adults to navigate frequent and 

complex transitions and realise their full potential in life, society and in the labour 

market. 

Stakeholders’ views  

In the final session, European stakeholders took the floor to discuss their views on the main 

success and remaining challenges to upskilling pathways implementation as well as future 

priorities. Ms Tatjana Babrauskiene, ETUC and EESC member, Ms Martina Ni Cheallaigh 

from DG Employment, European Commission, Ms Carina Lindén from the Swedish Ministry 

of Education and Research and Deputy Chairperson Governments' Group at Cedefop 

Management Board, Mr Laurenţiu Plosceanu EESC, Section on Employment, Social Affairs 

and Citizenship (SOC) and Mr Robert Plummer, BusinessEurope shared several of the 

messages emerging from the open discussions among participants during the event.  

All stakeholders agreed that the Recommendation contributed to create momentum in terms 

of increased awareness of the importance of upskilling (and reskilling) pathways not only 

for current labour market integration but also for creating future proofed learning pathways 

towards sustainable careers and life transitions, thus resulting in increased motivation to 

participate. They remarked the importance to keep the focus on vulnerable groups, as their 

situation is particularly at risk due to the current pandemic: upskilling and reskilling pathways 

can offer a survival kit to prevent they are left behind, socially and economically excluded and 

ultimately trapped in poverty and disadvantage.  

The stakeholders also stressed the importance of governance, coordination, partnership-

based approaches and of social dialogue to create a sense of ownership and common 

responsibility of all stakeholders. Upskilling pathways is a shared responsibility and 

requires efforts of all stakeholders, multi-level, multi-stakeholder, government in 
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upskilling pathways is the key in order to establish adequate social dialogue involving 

the relevant actors. Civil society, organisations and in particular the social partners have the 

key role to play in this regard, as they are aware of realities on the ground and can reach out 

to the most vulnerable people.  

The importance of learner centric approaches and of giving low-skilled adult a voice and 

involve them in the decisions impacting them was mentioned as well as the importance of 

having coordinated policy approaches around guidance, financing, validation, outreach. 

Important steps have been already taken, such as in making all learning valued and visible 

through validation, however more needs to be done to strengthen elements of flexibility, 

outreach, guidance, validation and funding mechanisms. Inclusion remains an important 

aspect to strengthen, through both outreach and tailoring learning to adult needs and their 

characteristics, also by exploiting the potential of WBL. 

European stakeholders also remarked the importance of basic skills and the need for better 

data to understand skill needs (and mechanisms to quickly embed them into valid learning 

and training offers) as well as better data and information to understand the different low-

skilled adult subpopulations and their needs (which obstacles and/or factors prevent them 

from participating and affect their motivation to participate).  

In terms of future priorities and directions, the European stakeholders shared most of the 

messages already identified during the event. The most pressing priorities and directions 

mentioned include: 

• Strengthen multi-level and multi-stakeholder governance and coordination: a 

coordinated approach for upskilling and reskilling grounded on the 

coordination/integration of different policy areas and underpinned by cooperation and 

engagement of all stakeholders at all levels, with the aim to create a sense of 

common ownership and common responsibility that is shared by the government, 

economic sectors, social partners, workplaces, civil society and individuals; 

• The above relies on a shift in mind-sets: adopting a preventive approach to the 

upskilling and reskilling of low-skilled adults, which is understood, by all stakeholders, 

as a common social value contributing to economic and social prosperity; 

• Strengthen inclusiveness: guarantee lifelong opportunities for upskilling and reskilling 

for all, and empower individuals for both increased/improved employability and for life 

and to engage fully as active citizens;  

• Facilitate and strengthen access and take up: generous and diversified offers within 

flexible pathways: learner cantered, with a modular approach and sustained by 
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outreach, lifelong guidance, validation. Flexibility in the delivery mode (blended 

learning and using the potential of digitalisation) and provision of appropriate skills both 

for work (technical skills) and for life (transversal skills); 

• Strengthen the value of skill assessments and anticipation of skill needs to ensure 

that these are swiftly embedded in the training/learning offers and curricula; 

• Building the capacity of practitioners: invest in the professional development of 

practitioners and teachers and trainers; 

• Strengthen financial and non-financial incentives encouraging people to take up 

and companies to offer training opportunities, sustained by co-sharing models 

embedded in social dialogue to ensure transparency and sustainability. 

The press release for the event can be found here 

 

  

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/news-and-press/news/cedefop-eesc-forum-points-need-urgent-and-coordinated-response-low-skill-levels-europe

