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POLICY
BACKGROUND

Europe’s skills revolution
progresses through adult
learning, with CVET, upskilling,
and reskilling at the forefront

Workplace and virtual
environments are fundamentally
transforming the CVET
landscape, raising new and
complex policy challenges

Despite their proven impact on
skills development, policies have
yet to unlock the full potential of
workplaces in shaping the skills
landscape
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the need for a significant shift in approach and
increased investment in skills to effectively tackle
the long-term trend of low productivity growth that
hinders the EU’s economic performance.

The recent 2024 Letta report on the single market
and the Draghi report on European competitive-
ness put labour shortages and skills gaps in the
spotlight. The latter report in particular calls for a
profound overhaul of Europe’s approach to skills,
and a significant rethinking of the design and im-
plementation of skills policies. ‘Without ambitious
yet pragmatic skills policies, the EU will not be able
to achieve the objectives ... in an effective and
equitable way’ (Draghi, 2024, p.257).

The backdrop of a new European skills policy is
the looming labour and skills shortages, which
are predicted to become more acute due to sev-
eral factors: the shrinking active labour population,
rapid technological advancements and the need
for the EU to stay ahead of the curve and achieve
radical innovation, geopolitical risks and the need
to increase security and reduce dependencies,
and the imperative of reigniting sustainable growth.
The 2023 European Year of Skills has sparked
greater awareness and unanimous consensus that
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Europe’s sustainable competitiveness, strategic
autonomy and social equity hinge on people with
a solid and ever relevant skill base in tune with the
fast-evolving needs of the economy. The Commis-
sion’s action plan on skills and labour shortages
advocated for immediate measures pertaining to
skills policies, working conditions, intra-EU mobility
and talent attraction from outside the EU. These
policy priorities are reflected in the 2024 mandate
of the new Executive Vice-President-designate for
People, Skills and Preparedness, who emphasises
the importance of skills, education and training for
the future of the EU.

Adult learning, including in and through the work-
place, is reaffirmed to be a cornerstone in the
renewed approach to skills.

Adult learning had already been at the core of two
principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights
(EPSR): the right to quality and inclusive education,
training and lifelong learning (principle 1) and the
importance of active support to employment and
adults’ right to training (principle 2). These princi-
ples have been operationalised through the 2020
European Skills Agenda, creating an integrated
approach where adult learning is both a social right
(EPSR) and an operational priority (Skills Agenda).
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...adult learning, including in
and through the workplace, is
reaffirmed to be a cornerstone
in the renewed approach to
skills...
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https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_24_1507
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_24_1507
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/skills-and-qualifications/european-skills-agenda_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/skills-and-qualifications/european-skills-agenda_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/ny3j24sm/much-more-than-a-market-report-by-enrico-letta.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/97e481fd-2dc3-412d-be4c-f152a8232961_en
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/97e481fd-2dc3-412d-be4c-f152a8232961_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/eu-competitiveness/draghi-report_en
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While the framework addresses adult learning through
various terms - ‘adult learning / education’, ‘upskilling
and reskilling’, ‘continuing education and training’, ‘life-
long learning’ — they all connect to EPSR’s broader social
rights approach and the concept of adult learning.

The 2020 EU Recommendation on vocational education
and training (VET) and the Osnabriick Declaration, aligned
with the broader skills agenda, establish VET as a cor-
nerstone for post-pandemic recovery and the twin green
and digital transitions. While VET has traditionally served
a dual purpose — providing initial qualifications for youth
and supporting lifelong learning for adults — the impor-
tance of VET in developing the workforce’s skills base has
reached new heights in response to current skills gaps
and labour shortages. The growing focus on CVET, along
with pathways for upskilling and reskilling, has made skills
development in adulthood a critical element, not only for
addressing workforce skill development needs but also
for driving economic transformation.

However, adult learning participation remains insufficient.
This limitation, combined with declining educational
system performance, low labour mobility and suboptimal
working conditions (including restricted access to training,
limited career development opportunities, poor work-life
balance and inadequate management practices), have
become a primary driver of skills shortages. The urgency
of addressing labour and skill shortages underscores the
need to overhaul the entire approach to skills development
in adulthood and address it systematically to cater for the
upskilling and reskilling needs of the entire labour force.



https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/celex_32020h120201_en_txt.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/celex_32020h120201_en_txt.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/osnabrueck_declaration_eu2020.pdf
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... changes are catalysing
significant structural
transformations in the
landscape of skills
development for adults...

Traditionally, skills development in adulthood was
synonymous with CVET in its institutionalised form.
This system operated predominantly through accred-
ited providers offering professional programmes,
both formal and non-formal, with a clear distinction
from initial VET (IVET). The landscape was character-
ised by dedicated providers offering certified, qual-
ity-assured training specifically designed for adults.
However, three transformative factors are reshaping
this institutional-based provision. Demographic
shifts, particularly decreasing IVET cohorts, have
forced a rethinking of traditional boundaries. Labour
market dynamics, marked by vast and accelerated
changes, have created an unprecedented need for
the workforce population to keep pace with the
labour market changes, to upskill and re-skill. Simul-
taneously, technological advancement has enabled
the rise of digital learning platforms, fundamentally

altering delivery methods and learning contexts and
sources.

These changes are catalysing significant structural
transformations in the landscape of skills develop-
ment for adults. IVET providers have expanded into
institutional CVET (Cedefop, 2023), while online and
hybrid learning models for adults have proliferated.
Provider—employer partnerships have strengthened
and workplaces are emerging as lifelong learning
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...the rise of digital
learning environments,
particularly generative artificial
intelligence (Al) and social
media platforms, has created
new contexts for self-
regulated training...
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ET landscape, raising new and complex policy challenges

spaces. The role of employers has evolved signifi-
cantly and is predicted to further expand. Beyond
their traditional function as providers of workplace
learning in formal programmes such as apprentice-
ships, they have become key stakeholders in shaping
the provision of institutional CVET. More importantly,
to be competitive and drive innovation, workplaces
will increasingly serve as lifelong learning spaces,
expanding beyond traditional institutional CVET.

Simultaneously, and perhaps most significantly, the
rise of digital learning environments, particularly
generative artificial intelligence (Al) and social media
platforms, has created new contexts for self-regulated
training. Adults increasingly engage in digital learning
environments at their own pace and on their own time
to update, upgrade and consolidate their skills, as
these environments are becoming more accessible,
more diverse and more agile to meet adults’ diverse
skills-development needs.

In addition to learning acquired through traditional
institutional CVET, learning in and through the
workplace has become increasingly necessary for
business competitiveness and innovation capacity,
while self-regulated learning has gained prominence.
Because of this complex interplay of factors, three
interconnected learning contexts emerge: institu-
tional, workplace and digital environments (Table 1).
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Table 1. Emerging landscape of skills development for adults

CONTEXT

Institutional

= Providers in the formal education and training systems
= Accredited private providers

= Sectoral training centres

Non-certified

= Non-formal learning

= Informal learning

* Not quality-assured provision

Source: Cedefop.
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Table 1 contrasts two main approaches of the learning
format. First, institutional CVET represents the formal-
ised end of the spectrum of skills development for adults,
characterised by structured programmes and standard-
ised training solutions, either formal or non-formal, that
lead to recognised qualifications or certificates. A key
distinguishing feature is its quality-assured provision,
rooted in institutional frameworks and formal recognition
systems. Second, the ‘continuous’ dimension encom-
passes non-formal, non-certified learning activities and
informal learning experiences and represents a more
fluid approach to learning. Notably, it operates outside
traditional quality assurance frameworks, allowing for
greater flexibility but raising questions about recognition
and validation.

The ‘contexts’ dimension reveals three distinct but
interconnected learning environments. The institutional
context remains the traditional domain of CVET, operat-

-

ing through formal education and training providers, ac-
credited private institutions and sectoral training centres.
This represents the established infrastructure of CVET.
The workplace context introduces a dual approach to
adults’ skills development, namely on-the-job learning
and work-related or off-the-job training. The latter may
occur at the workplace or in institutional settings and
encompasses company-specific development path-
ways that respond to unique business challenges and
innovation needs.

This distinction acknowledges the different dynamics of
structured training versus experiential learning in work
contexts, with the workplace context becoming increas-
ingly relevant in dynamic labour markets marked by
rapid changes and a focus on innovation. Finally, digital
learning environments represent an emerging and trans-
formative context, encompassing massive open online
courses, generative Al-powered platforms and social
media platforms. This dimension reflects how technol-
ogy is creating new opportunities for self-directed and
informal learning.

This evolution marks a fundamental shift in skills devel-
opment for adults, transitioning from a predominantly
institution-based system to a complex, multi-dimen-
sional reality. In this new landscape, skills development
for adults transcends traditional boundaries, occurring
across multiple contexts with varying degrees of for-
mality. The key policy challenge lies in supporting and
effectively integrating these emerging workplace and
digital learning contexts into traditional certified provi-
sion, while maintaining quality and the recognition of
learning outcomes. This requires developing frameworks
that can bridge formal, non-formal and informal learning
pathways while supporting the systematic development
of skills development in workplace and digital contexts.
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Box 1. Cedefop’s strategic initiative to support a systematic and integrated approach
to skills development within a 15-20-year time frame

In 2021, Cedefop (the European Centre for the De-
velopment of Vocational Training) launched a stra-
tegic initiative to develop a vision for a systematic
and integrated approach to skills development, with
particular focus on workplaces, within a 15-20-year
time frame. Such a system would integrate institu-
tional CVET with continuous skills development in
workplaces and digital environments. Phase one of
this initiative (2021-23) consisted of a foundation
and explorative study on ‘Promoting lifelong learn-
ing of adults through CVET systems and upskilling
pathways’, which researched:

= emerging trends in and of relevance to adults’
skills development in all its formats and con-

national and sectoral approaches to support
skills development outside of the institutional
CVET in three countries, with a particular focus
on workplaces;

= scenario sketches for a systematic approach to
skills development, with a particular focus on
workplaces, within a 15-20-year time frame.

, f texts, whether institutional, workplace or digital;
ol

Source: Cedefop.

The foundation study applied exploratory and norma-
tive foresight methods using a mix of extensive desk
research, expert interviews, targeted case studies and
expert webinars.

Phase two of the strategic initiative (2024-25) consists of
a strategic foresight exercise. Building on the foundation
study, Cedefop extended its foresight exercise to:

develop a comprehensive vision for a systematic and
integrated approach to skills development, with a
particular focus on workplaces, over the next 15-20
years;

map alternative scenarios and action trajectories;
identify implementation pathways.
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Workplaces are pivotal for skills development in the
European Union, with over 75% of the working-age
population (20-64) actively employed. Employers
are uniquely positioned to shape workforce capabil-
ities through three key channels: supporting partic-
ipation in institutional CVET, providing work-related
or off-the-job training and fostering on-the-job skill
development through strategic job design and
employee empowerment. However, current poli-
cies have yet to fully capitalise on the potential of
workplaces as learning environments, leading to a
significant gap between opportunity and reality.

Evidence points to a systematic underinvestment
in adult workers’ participation in learning activities.
In 2020, only 42.4% of employees took part in
employer-sponsored training, with total training
investments comprising just 0.7% of labour costs
(Cedefop calculations based on Eurostat data,
continuing vocational training survey). This issue
is particularly acute in small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), where employee participation
in training fell to 27.5% in the same year.

The 2019 Cedefop—Eurofound European Company
Survey highlights the complex and uneven land-
scape of training provision across organisations
of different sizes. While 45% of establishments

...evidence points to a
systematic underinvestment
in adult workers’
participation in learning
activities...

®

provided training to a moderate proportion of their
workforce (20%-79% of employees), a significant
number landed at either extreme. About one third
offered training to less than 20% of employees,
while roughly one fifth achieved comprehensive
coverage of 80% or more. Interestingly, small es-
tablishments displayed both the highest likelihood
of minimal training provision and the highest prob-
ability of comprehensive coverage, indicating that
organisational size alone does not dictate training
approaches. Other factors, such as leadership pri-
orities and industry-specific demands, play crucial
roles in shaping training decisions (Cedefop &
Eurofound, 2020).

Beyond training provision, the challenges extend
to on-the-job learning, skills utilisation, and the
broader organisational context such as practices,
culture, norms and physical environment. The
2019 Cedefop—-Eurofound survey shows that only
52% of EU establishments provided on-the-job
training or workplace instruction by experienced
colleagues to a significant proportion of employ-
ees (20%-79%) in the preceding year. Additionally,
the 2021 Cedefop European skills and jobs survey
revealed that fewer than half (45%) of EU+ adult
workers could fully utilise their knowledge and
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http://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2806/763770
http://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2806/763770
https://doi.org/10.2908/LFSA_ERGAN
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/key-indicators-on-vet/indicators?year=recent#59
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/key-indicators-on-vet/indicators?year=recent#59
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/european-company-survey
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/european-company-survey
https://doi.org/10.2908/LFSA_ERGAN
https://doi.org/10.2908/LFSA_ERGAN
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skills in their main job (Cedefop, 2022). This misalignment
underscores a critical issue: even when organisations
invest in training, many fail to create environments that
effectively leverage these enhanced capabilities. The
result is a loss of investment, as training fails to translate
into competitive advantages or improved organisational
performance. Research consistently emphasises the
importance of effective job design and supportive en-
vironments that empower employees to grow and apply
their skills through their work in bridging this gap. Par-
ticularly through ‘active’ jobs combining high demands
with high autonomy, organisations have demonstrated
the potential for effective workplace learning (Cedefop &
Eurofound, 2023).

Addressing low employer investment in off-the-job train-
ing and the sub-optimal supply of training opportunities
may prove inefficient without enabling organisations to
effectively utilise and develop skills on the job through an
empowering job design and a supportive organisational
context, but there are still challenges to overcome. Many
organisations receive limited returns on training invest-
ments, struggle with intense short-term pressures and
fear losing employees to competitors after investing in
their development. Furthermore, insufficient managerial
capacity to implement systematic learning strategies and
foster employee empowerment, alongside uncertainty
about future skill requirements, presents significant
barriers. Effective policies must address these barriers
while considering the diverse needs driven by sectoral
differences, geographical locations and organisational
size. By doing so, they can foster impactful, inclusive
workforce development, helping to overcome skill gaps
and shortages that threaten competitiveness, innovation
and social inclusion.


file:///C:\Users\bbr\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\IFV6K5U7\Cedefop%20and%20Eurofoun
file:///C:\Users\bbr\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\IFV6K5U7\Cedefop%20and%20Eurofoun
http://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2801/253954
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Cedefop examined sector-based
approaches to inspire future
systematic continuous skills
development in workplace contexts

When anchored in industry and
social partnerships, the sector skills
development approaches are more
comprehensive, while the public
institution-led approach maintains a
narrower focus on specific targets

Approaches to skills development
diverge across sectors, with the
technology sector adopting a
transformative vision, while the
construction sector remains rooted
in a more traditional model

Sectoral approaches to skills
development maintain strong
institutional connections while
adapting to new needs

Evidence-based planning, regular
updates and a strong focus on
anticipating future skill needs are
at the core of these approaches

From institutional control to flexible
coordination: diverse governance
and funding models reflect different
paths to sector-based skills
development

SMEs require specific support

mechanisms for workforce skills
development, given their distinct
challenges and limited resources
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...builds on the sectoral
approaches to support
workplaces consolidate their
workforce skills base in
three countries...

This policy brief synthesises evidence from phase
one of Cedefop’s strategic initiative to develop a
vision for a systematic and integrated approach to
skills development, with a particular focus on work-
place skills development, within a 15-20-year time
frame (Box 1). It builds on the sectoral approaches
to support workplaces consolidate their workforce
skills base in three countries (Box 2). It highlights
current practices and provides key lessons to in-
form future policies aimed at unlocking the potential
of workplaces in workforce skills development in a
systematic and integrated way.

...provides key lessons to
inform future policies aimed
at unlocking the potential
of workplaces in workforce
skills development...
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Box 2. Examined sectoral skills development approaches

Within the framework of its foundation and explorative
study on ‘Promoting lifelong learning of adults through
CVET systems and upskiling pathways’ (2021-23),
Cedefop collected evidence () on three sectoral ap-
proaches addressing the current and future skill needs
and labour shortages in the respective sectors.

FINLAND

Technology Industries Strategy 2021-30, Finland
operates as an employer association-driven initiative
spanning the decade from 2021 to 2030 and updated
regularly. This strategy was developed by Technology
Industries of Finland (TIF) (3) and provides a long-term
vision that extends beyond institutional training and a
broad strategic framework to guide decisions on meeting
current and future expertise needs in technology com-
panies. The strategy emerged from a recognition that
without such a strategic framework, the sector would
lack direction and risk inefficient resource allocation.

SPAIN

Construction Labour Foundation 2016-20 Strategic
Plan, Spain was developed by a bipartite labour market
organisation, the Construction Labour Foundation (FLC),
and serves as a framework to support enhanced training
for both employers and employees in Spain’s construc-

(") Desk research, interviews and a web survey were carried out be-
tween May and November 2022.

() TIF is a business and labour market lobbying organisation that pro-
motes the competitiveness and business conditions of Finland’s
most crucial export industry.

Source: Cedefop.

tion sector. FLC represents a permanent bipartite institu-
tional structure established through the 1992 Collective
Agreement of the Spanish construction sector ().

IRELAND

Green skills Approach for Construction, Ireland is a
network of aligned public initiatives and policies working
toward common green skills objectives in construction.
It emerged as a response to the 2019 Climate Action
Plan and 2040 Project Ireland and was developed
through the Expert Group for Future Skills Needs (EG-
FSN) (4 via two significant reports: Building Future Skills
(2020) and Skills for Zero Carbon (2021). This strategic
initiative addresses both the construction sector’s re-
covery needs and the environmental transition require-
ments, recognising the sector’s significance in national
employment.

Data collection and analysis of the three strategies in-

vestigated, inter alia:

= policy integration (i.e. with broader policy objectives);

= institutional integration (i.e. relation with the formal
education and training system);

= governance and funding.

() The FLC delivers non-formal certified training, non-formal training
programmes that respond directly to company needs, and private
commercial training. It also provides formal vocational training as
part of the Spanish education system, though this represents a
smaller portion of its offerings.

() A multi-departmental non-executive agency tasked with analysing
labour market needs and strategising to fill these needs.


https://www.skillsireland.ie/
https://www.skillsireland.ie/
https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/publications/publication-files/building-future-skills.pdf
https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/publications/publication-files/skills-for-zero-carbon.pdf
https://teknologiateollisuus.fi/en/about-us/
https://teknologiateollisuus.fi/en/about-us/
https://www.fundacionlaboral.org/en/
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SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP APPROACH

Spain’s FLC, with its unique bipartite structure, demon-
strates how equal representation of employer and
worker interests creates a different strategic scope. The
FLC’s approach balances economic competitiveness
with worker development, viewing skills through the lens
of both the employer and the employee. This institu-
tional foundation leads to a comprehensive sector-wide
strategy that integrates various forms of training while
maintaining strong connections to both business needs
and worker interests. The strategy’s scope reflects this
dual perspective, addressing sustainability and innova-
tion within a framework that equally values economic
and social outcomes.

POLICY-DRIVEN FRAMEWORK

The Irish example presents a more focused approach
that is anchored in public institutions and driven by
specific environmental targets. Unlike the broader sec-
tor-wide transformations envisioned by the Finnish and
Spanish cases, the Irish initiative concentrates primarily
on meeting specific climate action goals. This narrower
scope, while potentially more focused and measurable,
results in less integration with broader sector develop-
ment needs. The strategy’s public institution foundation
leads to a more targeted, policy-specific approach to
skills development in the sector, primarily aligned with
environmental objectives rather than comprehensive
sector transformation.

© Monkey Business es/shutterstock.com
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...the Finnish example
represents a more transformative
vision... Spanish and Irish

ones, though well developed,

Reflecting the institutional anchorage, as well
as sector characteristics, the approaches also
showcase fundamental differences in how they
conceptualise the relationship between learning
and work. The Finnish example represents a
more transformative vision, while the Spanish
and Irish ones, though well developed, maintain
a more traditional separation between learning
and working. This traditional model, while having
clear strengths in terms of quality control and
standardisation, represents a specific view of how
skills development occurs — one that sees learning
as primarily happening outside the workplace
through structured interventions. The Spanish
and Irish approaches represent a well-established
model of skills development that views training as
a structured intervention separate from daily work
processes. This model is built on the premise that
skills are best developed through formal, organised
learning experiences that can then be applied in
the workplace. The FLC model treats skills devel-
opment as a formal educational process, where
workers step out of their work environment to learn
in purpose-built facilities. While highly effective in
ensuring consistent quality and standards, it main-
tains a clear boundary between the learning space
and the workplace. Ireland’s approach to green

...the FLC model treats skills
development as a formal
educational process, where
workers step out of their work
environment to learn in
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skills in construction offers a more flexible but still
traditional interpretation: ‘The NZEB courses have
become available for different roles and industries
and so are well tailored to a range of pathways. The
placement of the six NZEB Centres of Excellence
means the entire state is covered’ (interview). While
incorporating modern delivery methods like online
learning, the Irish approach maintains the funda-
mental premise that training is a discrete activity
separate from regular work. Both the Spanish and
Irish approaches demonstrate how this traditional
model can be effectively implemented:

= Spain: through comprehensive infrastructure
and standardised delivery;

= |reland: through specialised centres and
flexible delivery methods.

Yet both maintain the fundamental premise that
skills development is primarily achieved through
structured training interventions and the guaran-
tee of quality, largely overlooking the potential of
learning in and through the workplace, which com-
plements - rather than replaces - structured, qual-
ity-assured training. Their approach aligns more
closely with traditional institution-led CVET and the
formalised end of the spectrum. Institutionally, they
are embedded within the architecture of the CVET

...both maintain the fundamental

is primarily achieved
through structured training
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system, supported by a dedicated network of providers
fully integrated into the institutional landscape. For ex-
ample, the sectoral training centres of FLC offer certified
non-formal training alongside formal apprenticeship pro-
grammes, while training in the construction sector under
the Irish initiatives is delivered by accredited training
providers.

The Finnish strategy proposes a new philosophy in
skills development, positioning the workplace itself
as the primary site of learning and seeing companies
as learning environments rather than just for training
consumers.

The Finnish strategy marks a significant departure from
traditional institution-provided CVET. While it recognises
the importance of formal, institutionalised and certified
training, it places greater emphasis on the workplace
as the central site for learning and innovation. Although
the system of institutional training and its providers
remains external to the strategy’s core framework, it
plays a crucial role in supporting its implementation. At
the heart of this strategy are workplaces, which serve as
the primary drivers of skills development and innovation.
This approach:

= positions learning as inherently embedded in work
processes;

= views skill development as continuous rather than
episodic;

= recognises tacit knowledge development as crucial;

= integrates learning with actual innovation processes;

= sees companies as learning environments rather
than just training consumers.

What makes this approach particularly distinctive is
its recognition that many critical competencies cannot
be developed through traditional training alone. As

noted in an interview, ‘The strategy explicitly acknowl-
edges that, due to the rapid pace of innovation in the
technology sector, new skills often cannot be acquired
through formal / certified education and training, or
even through tailored learning provision. Instead, inno-
vation and learning are seen as inseparable processes,
built on workplace learning, the transformation of tacit
knowledge into explicit understanding and the sharing of
ideas and experiences through networks.” Educational
institutions and private training providers, for various
reasons — including the constantly evolving skill needs
of the sector — may struggle to keep up with the pace of
change. Educational institutions may lack the agility to
quickly address the technology sector’s dynamic needs
and often do not possess the most up-to-date expertise
required for cutting-edge innovation.

This workplace-centred approach manifests through
multiple interconnected mechanisms. Learning occurs
by solving real business problems, engagement with
innovation projects and integration with research and
development activities. Knowledge development is fur-
ther enhanced through network-based learning, where
companies share expertise through supply chains and
industry clusters. This networked approach is particu-
larly valuable for smaller companies, which can benefit
from the expertise of larger organisations through col-
laborative learning relationships.

The strategy’s effectiveness is built on recognising
that skill needs vary significantly between companies
and often emerge from specific local contexts. Rather
than pursuing just standardised training solutions, the
approach emphasises company-specific development
pathways that respond to unique business challenges
and innovation needs. As noted by an interviewee,
‘Quite often there is a more locally based learning need
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traditional model

that is met through a learning offer or solution provided
locally.” This highly contextualised approach ensures
that learning is directly relevant to business needs.

Crucially, this approach requires a supportive organ-
isational culture. TIF emphasises that the sector’s
innovative nature demands both learning-to-learn ca-
pabilities among employees and a new working culture
in technology companies that actively supports learning
and skills development. This cultural dimension is seen
as essential for enabling the kind of continuous, innova-
tion-driven learning that characterises the strategy.

What particularly distinguishes this approach from more
traditional models is its recognition that, in many cases,
‘the expertise needed for innovations does not yet exist
in formal educational settings — it must first be created
through workplace learning and innovation processes’
(interview). This understanding fundamentally shifts the
focus from knowledge transfer to knowledge creation,
positioning companies as not just sites of learning but as
generators of new competencies.

This workplace-centred approach presents both oppor-
tunities and challenges. While it enables highly relevant
skill development tightly coupled to business needs and
innovation processes, it also requires significant organ-
isational capability and commitment. Companies must
develop strong learning cultures, systematic approaches
to capturing and sharing knowledge, and effective mech-
anisms, including management practices, for supporting
both individual and organisational learning. Despite
these challenges, the approach offers a powerful model
for skills development in sectors characterised by rapid
technological change and continuous innovation.
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The Finnish strategy represents a distinct approach
to skills development, one that positions itself out-
side of the institutional education and training sys-
tem. Unlike the other two examples, which blend
into the institutional landscape of the education
and training system, the Finnish strategy focuses
on fostering connections beyond the system’s
boundaries and highlighting interdependencies be-
tween the private and public sectors. This strategy
identifies two critical elements for addressing skills
shortages in the sector. First, the formal education
system must cultivate STEM competencies across
all educational levels, beginning with early educa-
tion. Second, for working adults, success hinges
on an extensive network of public providers and
support services at the national, regional, and local
levels. These services — such as career guidance,
skills identification and validation mechanisms —are
pivotal for workforce development. However, they
are rarely offered by sector actors themselves, with
smaller companies in particular lacking a human
resources department to provide such support.

Sectoral
approaches
to skills |
development
maintain stro
institutional

TIF advances this strategic vision through advoca-
cy with education and employment authorities and
by fostering partnerships between businesses and
education providers at the regional and local levels.

© 3rdtimeluckystudio/shutterstock.com
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...services — such as
career guidance, skills

...the Finnish strategy focuses
on fostering connections

This two-pronged approach ensures proactive
industry engagement in both policy development
and implementation.

In contrast, Spain’s FLC plays strategic roles within
the system of education and training, serving as an
institutional bridge between public educational and
employment bodies and the private sector. Its stra-
tegic role within the National Reference Centre for
Building and Civil Engineering facilitates innovation
transfer between public vocational education and
industry. FLC is also collaborating with the Spanish
government to harmonise the vocational training
diplomas issued by the Ministry of Education with
the certificates of professionalism provided by the
Ministry of Employment. This effort goes beyond
alignment, striving to create a flexible qualification
system that meets the needs of both learners and
industry.

Operationally, FLC delivers formal vocational train-
ing through its network of centres, functioning as
an integral component of the Spanish education
system. This dual role — serving as both a policy
shaper and practical implementer — positions FLC
as a transformative force in Spain’s construction
sector training landscape. lts ability to work simul-
taneously at the policy and practical levels drives

...Spain’s FLC plays strategic
roles within the system of

beyond the system’s
boundaries and highlighting
interdependencies between
the private and public
sectors...

®

identification and validation
mechanisms - are pivotal for
workforce development...

education and training, serving
as an institutional bridge between
public educational and employment
bodies and the private sector...
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systemic improvements while addressing immediate
industry needs.

Meanwhile, the Irish example exemplifies a sophisticat-
ed, top-down approach to integrating workforce skills
development into the institutional education and training
system. This strategy embeds upskilling and reskilling
within a broader ecosystem that includes apprentice-
ships, graduate conversion courses and higher education
programmes. It balances immediate sector needs with
long-term workforce development by integrating green
skills across all training types and ensuring alignment
across professional groups and qualification levels.

Traditional apprenticeships remain a cornerstone for
core craft skills, but they are complemented by shorter
courses designed to address urgent challenges, such as
retrofitting targets. This pragmatic blend allows the Irish
system to respond swiftly to sectoral demands while
ensuring a coherent and sustainable skills development
ecosystem that serves both current and future needs.
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...with 2-3-year revision
cycles, and lasting until
2030, the strategy balances
flexibility with long-term
direction...

------

The Finnish technology industries’ strategy rep-
resents a leading approach to evidence-based
planning, using Al and big data for competence
forecasting. With 2-3-year revision cycles, and
lasting until 2030, the strategy balances flexibility
with long-term direction. By integrating diverse data
sources - historical statistics, future forecasts and
academic research - it adapts to rapidly evolving
technological needs. Labour market intelligence and
Al-driven competence data inform goal setting and
priorities, drawing on sources like Statistics Finland
and the Research Institute of the Finnish Economy
(ETLA), an independent, private, non-profit econom-
ic research institute that provides in-depth analysis
of economic trends. This ensures the strategy is re-
sponsive to sectoral, regional and local needs, with
particular focus on engaging microcompanies and
small companies in workforce skills development.

Spain’s FLC takes a more institutionally grounded
approach through its Construction Industry Obser-

vatory and a network of 54 training centres across ]

the country. This network enables close engage-
ment with regional realities. The FLC is developing
an innovative system using big data to anticipate
future market needs — analysing trends like material
purchases and public tenders to predict job growth

...Spain’s FLC takes a more
institutionally grounded approach
through its Construction
Industry Observatory and a
network of 54 training centres
across the country...

and training needs. This data-driven approach
informs the design of future training offerings. Oper-
ating on 5-year strategic cycles with strong regional
input, the FLC’s strategy benefits from continuous
review and robust quality management.

Ireland’s initiative differs by focusing on climate
action targets within an 8-year time frame. While
research from the EGFSN and departmental model-
ling inform its strategy, coordination across multiple
bodies creates complexity. The approach, supported
by rigorous research and foresight studies, aims to
meet green political objectives by addressing skills
gaps, particularly in retrofitting. AECOM, a global
engineering and infrastructure consultancy firm,
worked alongside SOLAS to develop a data-driven
model to quantify the workforce needed and iden-
tify skill gaps. AECOM’s expertise in infrastructure
and workforce planning was critical in analysing
current and future skills needs in the green energy
sector. The model also accounts for attrition rates
and competing variables, like career shifts within
the sector. Although the green skills initiative in the
construction sector offers a broad overview, ongo-
ing research is needed to refine training needs and
gaps, with SOLAS continuing to update data and
models to keep pace with emerging trends.

....‘....‘....‘....‘....‘....‘l‘\..‘....‘....‘....‘....‘....‘...
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...Ireland’s initiative differs by
focusing on climate action
targets within an 8-year time
frame...
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...at its core, TIF,

representing 1 800 member
businesses, serves as the
leading strategic body...

The Finnish approach operates without a dedi-
cated governance structure or dedicated funding
source. At its core, TIF, representing 1 800 member
businesses, serves as the leading strategic body.
However, its leadership is exercised through or-
chestration rather than direction, creating an envi-
ronment where company autonomy and collective
action can effectively combine.

The strategy’s implementation unfolds across three
interconnected levels, each playing a distinct yet
complementary role.

= At the company level, businesses maintain
both financial responsibility and decision-mak-
ing autonomy for their skills development,
allowing them to align training initiatives with
their specific competitive situations and client
needs.

= The collective level provides the essential
framework through agreements between
employers and unions, with TIF negotiating
national collective agreements in close coop-
eration with Technology Industries of Finland.
These agreements establish fundamental rights
and obligations regarding training and develop-
ment, ensuring high standards while preserving
implementation flexibility.

®

...this multi-level framework
is supported by existing industry
representation structures,

which help businesses
navigate and access various
opportunities...

At the network level, companies engage in
regional and local network-based cooperation
with education and training institutions. They
also create platforms for resource and exper-
tise sharing, making advanced capabilities
accessible across the sector (°). Despite the
technology industry’s desire for cross-regional
cooperation, rigid regional policies can limit
collaboration between companies in different
administrative regions, create inefficiencies in
resource allocation, reduce opportunities for
knowledge sharing and constrain the develop-
ment of wider industry networks.

This multi-level framework is supported by existing
industry representation structures, which help busi-
nesses navigate and access various opportunities.
The funding approach mirrors this flexible structure,
drawing on multiple complementary sources rather
than relying on a single dedicated stream. Compa-
nies can tap into and access a strategic mix of EU,
national and regional funding options. Furthermore,
companies and their staff benefit from a diverse
learning ecosystem, accessing training through
public education and training providers (primarily

(®) Examples of such platforms are the former Finnish Ad-
vanced Manufacturing Network (FAMN), which evolved into
MAKE.

©

...companies and their staff
benefit from a diverse
learning ecosystem,
accessing training through
public education and training
providers...


https://www.clustercollaboration.eu/content/finnish-advanced-manufacturing-network-famn?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.clustercollaboration.eu/content/finnish-advanced-manufacturing-network-famn?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://makeinfinland.fi/about-us/
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VET and higher education institutions), while retaining
the option to purchase tailor-made training from private
providers when needed.

This integrated approach creates a dynamic system
whose effectiveness depends on three critical factors:
companies’ awareness and engagement with available
opportunities, their organisational capacity to implement
skills development initiatives and their ability to effective-
ly connect company-level actions with broader sectoral
and national objectives through active participation in
collective frameworks and networks.

The Spanish strategy is embedded in a permanent
institutional framework, supported by industry levy
funding, and represents the most structurally integrated
approach. It benefits from reliable, consistent funding
streams, supplemented by diminishing public funding
through project participation and commercial activities
for its members. A key advantage is its clear governance
structure, with strong regional representation through 17
territorial councils across Spain’s autonomous commu-
nities.

The FLC is well positioned to address regional needs,
with 54 training centres nationwide and territorial coun-
cils that provide a practical, localised perspective. This
regional structure allows the FLC to stay closely con-
nected to local realities, adapt to regional differences and
collaborate with regional governments. In Spain, where
education and employment competencies lie with the
autonomous communities, this proximity to local legis-
lation is crucial. The decentralised model also facilitates
broader access to courses, increasing opportunities for
beneficiaries across regions.

By working closely with national and regional stakehold-
ers, the FLC supports employers, employees and job-
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seekers entering the sector. Its strong implementation
capacity, bolstered by owned facilities, enables regional
adaptation while maintaining central coordination. While
the integration of strategy development and execution
provides stability, the highly institutionalised framework
may limit flexibility, agility and innovation compared to
more market-driven approaches.

In the Irish case, the governance of the initiative is
characterised by a decentralised structure that primarily
operates through public institutions while incorporating

24

industry input through advisory mechanisms. At the
strategic level, central governance is held by the Depart-
ment of Further and Higher Education, Research, Inno-
vation and Science through the National Skills Strategy,
with funding flowing from multiple public sources: the
Department of Further and Higher Education, Research,
Innovation and Science through a central exchequer, a
training levy fund and, more significantly, the EU Nation-
al Recovery and Resilience Plan, which has been crucial
in supporting the expansion of NZEB centres from two
to six across Ireland.

The implementation structure reflects Ireland’s volunta-
rist approach to policymaking, where recommendations
from the EGFSN are voluntarily adopted by responsible
public bodies rather than mandated. SOLAS plays a
crucial coordinating role through the newly established
Green Skills Advisory Committee, managing both coor-
dination and funding allocation, while the Education and
Training Boards deliver training through their Centres of
Excellence. While these core responsibilities rest with
public institutions, the system actively incorporates
non-public stakeholders through bodies like the Con-
struction Sector Group, which brings together industry
representatives with government officials. The funding
model prioritises accessibility by making NZEB courses
free at the point of use through the Skills to Advance
Initiative, while apprenticeships receive partial employer
funding with available bursaries. This hybrid govern-
ance approach, combining public institution leadership
with industry consultation, creates both challenges and
opportunities — while coordination across multiple au-
tonomous bodies is time-consuming, it allows for local
innovation and adaptation, though success ultimately
depends on continued funding commitment and strong
stakeholder relationships.


https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-higher-education-innovation-and-science/
https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-higher-education-innovation-and-science/
https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-higher-education-innovation-and-science/
https://assets.gov.ie/24412/0f5f058feec641bbb92d34a0a8e3daff.pdf
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...in Finland, the strategy
proposes innovative
solutions to address
SME needs...

While larger companies often have dedicated HR
departments and training capabilities, smaller firms
typically lack the capacity, time and resources to
engage in systematic skills development.

In Finland, the strategy proposes innovative solutions
to address SME needs. It encourages the formation
of regional business-education networks that can
provide information and outreach services to local
companies. A notable initiative under discussion is
the introduction of company coaches or compe-
tence coaches specifically dedicated to supporting
SMEs with staff development. The strategy also pro-
motes regional clustering, where smaller companies
in similar niches can collectively address learning
needs and jointly access training solutions. This
approach not only makes training more accessible
and cost-effective, but can also spark new business
opportunities through inter-company collaboration.

Spain’s approach, through the FLC, reflects the sec-
tor’s composition where 98% of companies employ
between 6 and 10 workers. Recognising that these
microcompanies need the most support, the FLC has
established a dedicated working group comprising
employer representatives, trade unions and training
experts to specifically address smaller companies’
needs and develop effective engagement strategies.

®

...Spain’s approach,
through the FLC, reflects
the sector’s composition
where 98% of companies
employ between 6 and
10 workers...

This targeted focus acknowledges that, while large
enterprises might conduct training independently,
smaller firms crucially depend on sector-specific
support.

Ireland’s strategy faces particular challenges in en-
gaging SMEs, especially given the sector’s high cur-
rent demand and workforce pressures. To overcome
these barriers, the approach focuses on making
training more accessible through financial incentives
and adapted delivery formats. Key measures include
providing free training in priority areas like NZEB and
offering ‘short, sharp courses’ that minimise time
away from work. Despite these efforts, engaging
the smallest companies — often ‘a man with a van’ - |
remains challenging, highlighting the importance of
industry bodies as intermediaries. Across all three
countries, the strategies emphasise the need for:

= tailored support mechanisms that account for
SMEs’ limited resources;

= collaborative approaches that enable resource
sharing and collective learning;

= financial incentives and flexible delivery formats
to increase participation;

= strong intermediary organisations to facilitate
engagement and support;

= recognition that standard training approaches
often fail to meet SMEs’ needs.
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particular challenges in
engaging SMEs, especially
given the sector’s high current
demand and workforce
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E m p I oye rs The traditional approach to workforce skills de-
velopment, largely relying on institutional CVET,

need syste m at i c : is proving insufficient for today’s rapidly evolving
. economy and is widening labour and skill shortages.

Q u p po rt to While institutional CVET remains valuable, employ-
- ers must take a more active role in workforce skills

development to ensure business competitiveness
and innovation capacity. This involves both design-
ing off-the-job learning opportunities delivered in
or through the workplace and fostering continuous

skill development through strategic job design and
learning supportive organisational contexts.

€ ) , This evolution is particularly evident in modern sec-
y // - .., tors driven by technological advancement, where
) e Velopment @ success depends on competencies that cannot be
. fully developed through institutional-driven train-
ing alone. Companies must foster environments
where skills development is part and parcel of their
strategies for competitiveness and innovation. This
means deciding and designing specific off-the-job
training and ensuring continuous learning through

daily operations and innovation processes. This !
represents a fundamental shift from viewing skills
development as an externally provided, periodic
activity to seeing it as a core organisational respon-

sibility.

© Amorn Suriyan/Shuttérstock.com

L e S o S o 9 0 06 0 06 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 O O O O O O 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

...traditional approach to ...success depends on ...companies must foster
workforce skills development... competencies that environments where skills
is proving insufficient cannot be fully developed development is part and
for today’s rapidly evolving through institutional- parcel of their strategies
economy and is widening driven training alone... for competitiveness and

labour and skill shortages... innovation..



In this new paradigm, companies take on multiple roles:
they create environments for continuous skill develop-
ment and generate new competencies and off-the-job
learning opportunities both for specific needs and where
formal solutions do not yet exist. Above all, learning
occurs organically through solving real business chal-
lenges, engaging with innovation projects and sharing
knowledge through industry networks.
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However, creating effective workplace learning envi-
ronments demands systematic support. Organisations
need assistance in developing internal processes for
identifying skill needs, designing appropriate learning
interventions, implementing management practices that
support learning and measuring outcomes. Regional
business-education networks and competence coach-
es become crucial, especially for SMEs lacking internal
capabilities for structured learning approaches.

This transformation toward organisation-led skills devel-
opment complements rather than replacing institutional
CVET. It requires new bridges between the institutional
and workplace skills-development contexts, including
frameworks for recognising workplace-acquired com-
petencies, flexible qualification systems and pathways
for converting tacit knowledge into recognised creden-
tials.

The shift demands policy approaches that create incen-
tives to overcome short-term thinking and enable sec-
tor-specific solutions. Policies must help organisations
build sustainable learning capabilities through knowl-
edge management and innovation-driven networks,
while supporting them in viewing skills development as
integral to business strategy.

Organisations emerge as primary architects of skills
development, orchestrating both off-the-job and con-
tinuous development through work to drive innovation
and maintain competitive advantage in rapidly evolving
markets.
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...evidence...shows elements of
a path forward for approaching

skills development in

workplace contexts in a
systematic and integrated way...

skills development in workplace contextsdemands a sector-based approach

The evidence from the three distinct sectoral
approaches shows elements of a path forward
for approaching skills development in workplace
contexts in a systematic and integrated way. This
transformation must be anchored in sector-specific
strategies while maintaining system-wide coher-
ence.

0 SECTOR-SPECIFIC GOVERNANCE
EMERGES AS FUNDAMENTAL TO
SUCCESS

The Finnish technology sector demon-
strates how network-based coordination
can drive innovation in skills development,
while Spain’s FLC shows the value of strong
institutional frameworks. Future governance
must combine these strengths — enabling
sector-specific innovation while maintain-
ing quality standards.

LEARNING ECOSYSTEMS NEED
SECTOR-SPECIFIC DESIGN

TIF reveals how companies generate new
competencies through work processes
before these can be formalised in training
programmes.
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...all cases highlight how

smaller companies struggle
@ with systematic skills

development, but sector-

specific approaches offer
solutions...

0

SME CHALLENGE REQUIRES
SECTOR-BASED SOLUTIONS

All cases highlight how smaller companies
struggle with systematic skills develop-
ment, but sector-specific approaches offer
solutions. The Finnish technology sector’s
regional clustering shows how SMEs can
collectively address learning needs within
their industry context, while Spain’s con-
struction sector demonstrates how strong
institutional support can reach smaller
companies.

INTELLIGENCE GATHERING AND
STRATEGIC PLANNING MUST REFLECT
SECTOR REALITIES

The Finnish use of Al for competence
forecasting and the Spanish Construction
Industry Observatory exemplify how sec-
tor-specific monitoring enables targeted
responses to emerging needs. These
approaches must be adapted for different
sectors while maintaining cross-sector
learning opportunities.
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...transformation requires
balanced implementation:
strong sector-level coordination

with cross-sector learning, regional
adaptation within sector frameworks

and stakeholder engagement at
multiple levels...



Policy brief | Towards organisations as learning workplaces | Policy pointers | Advancing systematic skills development in workplace contextsdemands a sector-based approach 30

© Satori Studio/stock.adobe.com

O RECOGNITION FRAMEWORKS NEED
SECTOR-SPECIFIC ADAPTATION WHILE
MAINTAINING SYSTEM-WIDE CREDIBILITY

Spain’s work on harmonising vocational qual-
ifications with professional certificates shows
how sectors can bridge formal and workplace
learning without compromising standards.

This transformation requires balanced implementation:
strong sector-level coordination with cross-sector
learning, regional adaptation within sector frameworks
and stakeholder engagement at multiple levels. The goal
is not to create isolated sector systems but to enable
targeted responses to sector needs while maintaining
coherent national skills frameworks.

Success demands recognition that effective skills de-
velopment combines institutional CVET’s strengths with
sector-specific workplace learning approaches. It is not
about choosing between institutional and workplace
skills development contexts, but creating integrated
sector-based systems that leverage both for maximum
impact.
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Towards organisations
as learning workplaces

Moving beyond certified, institutionalised
continuing vocational education and training

This policy brief highlights the need to transform adult skills development by
expanding beyond traditional continuing vocational education and training
(CVET) to include workplaces and digital environments supported by frame-
works that connect formal, non-formal and informal learning pathways.

It stresses the importance of workplaces as lifelong learning spaces and
argues that policies should enable learning through work. Drawing on
case studies from Ireland, Spain and Finland, the brief explores sectoral
approaches to workforce skills development. Finland’s transformative model
places workplaces at the core of learning, while Spain and Ireland rely on
more traditional, institution-based training provided primarily outside the
workplace.

Keythemes include sectoral governance, SME support and intelligence-based
skills planning. The findings offer actionable insights for policies that encour-
age employers to take a more active role in workforce skills development,
shifting from periodic training to continuous, workplace-integrated learning
that boosts business competitiveness and innovation.
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