
Warsaw, 13.12.2019

European research in the field of occupations, 

qualifications and skills – information about selected 

initiatives
Wojciech Stęchły, Educational Research Instituteer



An interdisciplinary field drawing from political science, economics, 
didactics and curriculum research, psychometry, sociology… 

With very practical applications

Influencing policy or at risk of being influenced by it?

A very promising area – complementary to socioeconomic megatrends
and emerging technologies

What is comparative research of skills, occupations and 
qualifications (to me)?



Improvement of policy and practice in education and training

Transparency and recognition of skills

Inter- and intra-national mobility of learners and workers

Lifelong and lifewide learning 

Why is comparative research of skills, occupations and 
qualifications relevant?



Conceptualizations of skills and description of learning outcomes

Structure / hierarchy of standards, documents

Content of qualifications and occupations

Skills levels

+ various contexts: organisation of teaching and learning, institutions
and regulations (e.g. Refernet), industrial relations, education and 
labour market policies…

What is the subject of research?

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/networks/refernet


The meanings (referents) ascribed to skills, qualifications and occupations
names:

- differ between regions, sectors and countries

- change over time, with accelerating dynamic

Skills, qualifications and occupations names are in fact signs that provide 
interoperability for the construction of our everyday reality. We use their
names as an index for our subjective meanings. 

To provide a basis for intersubjectivity we need conceptual frameworks, 
measurement tools and benchmarks. 

The problem with skills, qualifications and occupations



EQF and NQFs provide a conceptual framework for increasing
transparency and comparability of qualifications

OECD’s PISA and PIAAC provide a set of definitions, measurement tools
and allow for comparions of a relatively narrow set of key skills levels
Students skills – PISA

Survey of adults skills – PIAAC

International classifications and well estabilished standards can be used
as benchmarks for comparisons

Dealing with skills, qualifications and occupations

http://www.oecd.org/pisa/
http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/


’(…) one-dimensional frameworks of competence are
inadequate and are giving way to multi-dimensional 
frameworks. Functional and cognitive competences 
are increasing being added to the behavioural
competencies in the USA, while in the UK cognitive 
and behavioural competences are being added to the 
occupational functional competence model. France, 
Germany and Austria, entering the arena more 
recently, appear to be adopting from the outset a 
more holistic framework, considering knowledge, 
skills and behaviours as dimensions of competence, 
as have most of the other countries that have 
adopted competence-based vocational training.’ 
(Le Deist, Winterton, 2005, p. 39)

Comparisons of conceptualizations of skills, competences and 
occupations

Le Deist, F. D., & Winterton, J. (2005). What is competence? Human resource development international, 8(1), 27–46.

Brockmann, M., Clarke, L., & Winch, C. (2008). Knowledge, skills, competence: European divergences in vocational education and 

training (VET)—the English, German and Dutch cases. Oxford Review of Education, 34(5), 547–567.



Comparisons of conceptualizations of skills

Streeck, W. (2011). Skills and Politics: General and Specific (SSRN Scholarly Paper Nr ID 1781042). 



‘One of the key virtues of focusing on 
knowledge, skills and competences, is 
that these relate to learning outcomes 
or outputs, irrespective of the routes of 
acquisition involved, rather than on 
learning inputs’
(Winterton et al. 2006, p. 5)

Relevance of the shift to learning outcomes

Winterton, J., Le Deist, F. D., & Stringfellow, E. (2006). Typology of knowledge, skills and competences. Clarification of the concept and prototype [Cedefop Panorama 

series]. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Community: Cedefop.

Cedefop. (2009). Shift to Learning Outcomes - Policies and Practices in Europe. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.



Bricklayer: Comparison of occupations content (2008-2010)

Source: „The EQF and apprenticeship: the case of bricklaying”.Linda Clarke, presentation on ETUC Working Group on ’Lifelong Learning’,10th May 2010



Source: „The EQF and apprenticeship: the case of bricklaying”, Linda Clarke, presentation on ETUC Working Group on ’Lifelong Learning’,10th May 2010

Bricklayer: Comparison of contents… and more



Automobile maintenance - ASSET

Chemical industry - CREDCHEM

Tourism and catering sector M.O.T.O. 

Master in craft qualifications SME-Master Plus

Foreign trade – TRIFT

Care and social workers – I CARE

…

Benchmarks development – selected ECVET projects

http://www.ecvet-toolkit.eu/; http://ecvet-projects.eu/

http://www.ecvet-toolkit.eu/
http://ecvet-projects.eu/


Benchmarks development – ECVET projects (example)

http://www.ecvet-toolkit.eu/

http://www.ecvet-toolkit.eu/


Benchmarks development – ECVET projects (example)

http://www.ecvet-toolkit.eu/

http://www.ecvet-toolkit.eu/


The use of learning outcomes to support labour market dialogue
(2016 – 2017) 

The feed-back loop is only partly 
completed in the 10 countries 
covered

The feed-back from 
employers/labour market to the 
education and training system 
(step 4 in the loop) is not 
systematically developed

This influences directly the 
relevance and quality of 
qualifications

Source: „Comparing the content of qualifications across borders; the strengths and limitations of the learning outcomes approach”, Jens Bjørnåvold, presentation on 
Cedefop conference „Comparing VET qualifications” (28-29 November 2019). 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/workshop-comparing-vet-qualifications


The use of learning outcomes to support labour market dialogue
(2016 – 2017) 

The success of learning outcomes in supporting the feed-
back loop depends on alignment between learning outcomes 
written for
Qualification standards;
Curricula;
Teaching and training;
Assessment
Occupation standards 

Learning outcomes must allow for a shared dialogue 
between the education and training supply side and the 
labour market demand side

Source: „Comparing the content of qualifications across borders; the strengths and limitations of the learning outcomes approach”, Jens Bjørnåvold, presentation on 
Cedefop conference „Comparing VET qualifications” (28-29 November 2019). 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/workshop-comparing-vet-qualifications


Joint CEDEFOP, UNESCO & ETF research

Bjørnåvold, J., & Chakroun, B. (2017). Learning outcomes in comparing VET qualification profiles: a global approach. W Global inventory of regional and national 

qualications frameworks 2017. Volume I: Thematic chapters (s. 95–112). Hamburg: UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning.

4 VET qualifications were compared in 26 countries worldwide



Joint CEDEFOP, UNESCO & ETF research

Bjørnåvold, J., & Chakroun, B. (2017). Learning outcomes in comparing VET qualification profiles: a global approach. W Global inventory of regional and national 

qualications frameworks 2017. Volume I: Thematic chapters (s. 95–112). Hamburg: UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning.



On going work…

The study aims at developing a comparative methodology using fixed
reference points, four were considered:
O*NET

ESCO

WorldSkills Standards Specifications

VQTS Competence Matrices

Addresses the Learning Outcomes feedback loop
Asks what can vacancy texts say about learning outcomes linked to 

qualifications?

Graduate surveys and employers satisfaction surveys

And…

‘Comparing VET-qualifications – towards a European 
methodology’ (2018-2020)



Approaches the issue of suitability of data sources for (automated) 
comparisons of qualifications

‘Comparing VET-qualifications – towards a European 
methodology’ (2018-2020)

Source: „Key question 2: Do we have the data for comparison; and where can we find them? Key findings from work assignment 2 of Cedefop’s Comparing VET
qualifications project”, Monika Auzinger, Karin Luomi-Messerer, presentation on Cedefop conference „Comparing VET qualifications” (28-29 November 2019)

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/workshop-comparing-vet-qualifications


Selected challenges:

Estabilishing national reference documents (often more than one per 
qualification) and hierarchy between them

How to compare qualifications with optional parts?

Varying lenght and level of granularity of learning outcomes

None of the main documents in countries analyzed were availible in 
English 

Grouping / structure of learning outcomes varies greatly across
countries

LO descriptions often stored in PDF files

‘Comparing VET-qualifications – towards a European 
methodology’ (2018-2020)

Source: „Key question 2: Do we have the data for comparison; and where can we find them? Key findings from work assignment 2 of Cedefop’s Comparing VET
qualifications project”, Monika Auzinger, Karin Luomi-Messerer, presentation on Cedefop conference „Comparing VET qualifications” (28-29 November 2019)

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/workshop-comparing-vet-qualifications


‘Comparing VET-qualifications – towards a European 
methodology’ (2018-2020)
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https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/events/workshop-comparing-vet-qualifications


Skills in labour market perspective

Skills in online job vacancies and 
the tool for vacancy analysis
OVATE

European skills and jobs (ESJ) 
survey

* Interesting work carried out by ETF with 
partner countries on automation and 
knowledge extraction from OJV (see materials)

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/data-visualisations/skills-online-vacancies
https://www.etf.europa.eu/en/news-and-events/events/big-data-labour-market-information-focus-data-online-job-vacancies-training


A few final thoughts

National challenges related to comparisons of qualifications match the 
ones encountered in international comparisons

How to empirically derive and structure skills for the feedback? 

Ontology and/or ontologies seem to be the way forward?



Educational Research Institute
IQS Project Office
Górczewska 8, 01-180 Warsaw, Poland
phone: +48 22 24 17 100, +48 22 24 17 111
e-mail: rejestr@ibe.edu.pl

http://rejestr.kwalifikacje.gov.pl | http://www.ibe.edu.pl



Sources of information about learning outcomes


