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Report on the EU-wide public consultation concerning the 
promotion and validation of non-formal and informal learning 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 
Under the Europe 2020 Strategy, in particular the flagships on Youth on the Move and the 
Agenda for New Skills and Jobs, the Commission announced the proposal for a Council 
Recommendation on the validation of non-formal and informal learning.  
 
As a preparation to this proposal a public consultation was launched and ran between 1 
December 2010 and 9 February 2011. It included an online questionnaire consisting of 
multiple choice questions and three broader open questions. Stakeholders were further invited 
to provide broader contributions and position papers. 
 
The consultation was aimed in particular at individuals, organisations and public authorities 
involved in the delivery and/or validation of non-formal and informal learning.  
 
In addition to including information on the consultation and a link to the questionnaire on DG 
EAC's web-page and the 'Your Voice in Europe' webpage, a wide range of networks, 
European Committees, groups and organisations were directly invited to respond to the online 
questionnaire and disseminate it (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1. List of groups invited to respond to the online consultation and to disseminate it further 

Groups invited to respond to the online consultation: 
 

• Permanent Representations to the EU;  
• The Education Committee; 
• The European Qualifications Framework Advisory Group; 
• The Recognition of Learning Outcomes Group;  
• The Lifelong Learning Stakeholder Forum;  
• The Advisory Committee for Vocational Education and Training 
• The European Credit System for Vocational Education and Training User Group; 
• The Adult Learning Working Group; 
• The Modernisation of Higher Education Working Group;   
• Members of the Bologna Follow-up Group;  
• Europass and Euroguidance centres;  
• The European Lifelong Guidance Policy network;  
• The Youthpass Advisory Board;  
• The National Academic Recognition Information Centres network;  
• The Higher Education Recognition of Prior Learning Network; 
• The Expert Group on The mobility of young volunteers.  
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The European Social Partners and a range of NGO networks were also contacted.  Finally, 
other Commission services (including DG Employment, DG Enterprise, DG Information 
Society, DG Health and Consumer Affairs, DG Research, DG Home Affairs, DG Internal 
Market) were invited to raise awareness of the consultation amongst their groups and 
networks. 
In line with the Commission's general principles and standards governing consultations of 
interested parties, this report describes the public consultation process and analyses the 
contributions received. It provides an overview of the responses highlighting main findings, 
trends, suggestions and concerns arising from the diverse views expressed.  
 
2. Description of the consultation 
 
This report analyses the responses to the public consultation, including the responses to the 
online survey (close ended and open ended questions) as well as the stakeholders’ opinions 
expressed in the position papers received. 
 

2.1. Online questionnaire 
 
The main part of the online questionnaire consisted of three sections designed to elicit 
contributors’ opinions on: 
 

• Importance and added value of non-formal/informal learning and validation; 
• Developments and perceived challenges to non-formal/informal learning with a focus 

in validation; 
• Focus on EU action and possible policy priorities. 
 

The first two of these sections questions offered the contributor a range of response options. 
The scales given to contributors to express their opinion were formulated in the form of either 
‘Strongly agree’, to ‘strongly disagree’ scales or in the form of ‘very important’ to ‘Not at all 
important’ scales.  
 
In addition to closed questions with multiple choice response options, contributors were given 
the opportunity to expand and detail their views and opinions on validation of non-formal and 
informal learning in free text in each of the three sections. 
 

2.2. Position papers  
 
The Commission received 24 position papers (see figure 2). 
 
Figure 2. Position papers received in the framework of the consultation 

 
Organisation Type of 

organisation 
Country Title of position Paper 

1. Ficeméa NGO France  

Contribution de la Ficeméa à la consultation 
de la Commission européenne sur les futurs 
programmes européens dans le domaine de 
l’éducation, de la formation de la politique 
pour la jeunesse. 

2. CLECAT/FIATA NGO Belgium/Euro
pean 

Response to public consultation on Non-
formal and informal learning 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/ficemea_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/clecat_en.pdf
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3. Vlaamse Jeugdraad Public 
Authority 

Begium/Fland
ers 

ADVIES: Bedenkingen over het EVC en 
EVK debat naar aanleiding van het OESO-
rapport over de erkenning van niet-formeel 
en informeel leren 

4. Vlaamse Jeugdraad Public 
Authority 

Begium/Flami
sh Advies: Vlaamse Kwalificatiestructuur 

5. FOYER: European 
Collaboration: 

a. France: UNHAJ 
b. Germany: AUSWÄRTS 

ZUHAUSE 
c. The Netherlands: 

Kamers met ansen 
d. United Kingdom: Foyer 

Federation 

NGO 

European 
collaboration. 
France, 
Germany, The 
Netherlands, 
UK 

Youth on the move – Strengthening support 
to Europe’s young people 

6. AONTAS (National Adult 
Learning Organisation) NGO Ireland Response to public consultation on Non-

formal and informal learning 

7. Universidad Popular de 
Ayuntamiento de Cáceres 
(Cáceres City Council) 

Public 
Authority Spain Propuesta de modelo de educación no formal 

8. European Association for 
the Education of Adults 
(EAEA aisbl) 

NGO Europe Response to public consultation on Non-
formal and informal learning 

9. EHFA – The European 
Health & Fitness 
Association  

NGO Europe  EHFA statement on its position on non-
formal and informal learning 

10. Erasmus Student 
Network (ESN AISBL) NGO Europe Response to public consultation on Non-

formal and informal learning 

11. OBESSU Social Partner Europe 
The school students view – why is non-
formal education and informal learning 
important to us? 

12. ISCA (International sport 
and culture association) NGO Europe /  

Denmark 
Sport for All – increasing European Human 
Capital  

13. European Forum for 
Freedom in Education NGO Europe Response to public consultation on Non-

formal and informal learning 

14. The Scottish 
Qualifications Authority 
(SQA) 

Public 
Authority Scotland Response to public consultation on Non-

formal and informal learning 

15. European Office for 
catholic youth and adult 
education 

NGO Europe Response to public consultation on Non-
formal and informal learning 

16. IJAB  (Fachstelle für 
Internationale Jugendarbeit 
der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland e.V.) 

NGO Germany Response to public consultation on Non-
formal and informal learning 

17. UEAPME Social Partner Europe Response to public consultation on Non-
formal and informal learning 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/vlaamse_nl.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/vlaamse2_nl.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/foyer_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/aontas_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/caceres_es.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/caceres_es.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/eaea_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/eaea_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/ehfa_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/esn_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/esn_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/obessu_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/isca_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/freedom_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/freedom_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/sqa_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/sqa_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/office_de.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/office_de.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/office_de.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/ijab_de.doc
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/uapme_en.pdf
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18. Norwegian Ministry of 
Education and Research 

Public 
Authority Norway Response to public consultation on Non-

formal and informal learning 

19. EPSA (European 
Pharmaceutical Student’s 
Association) 

NGO Europe 
Additional contribution to consultation on 
promotion and validation of non-formal and 
informal learning 

20. AGE Platform Europe (a 
European network of 
around 150 organisations of 
and for people aged 50+)  

NGO Europe Additional comments to the survey 

21. Représentation 
Permanente de la France 
après l’Union Européenne   

Public 
Authority France Réponse France Consultation apprentissage  

(Additional comments to the survey) 

22. Association CH-Q -Swiss 
Qualification Program for 
Career Development 

NGO Switzerland 

Valuation and validation of learning 
Development and implementation from the 
perspective of a bottom-up 
Stakeholder 

23. Yc3, Youth cross-border 
corporation and 
communication 

NGO Baltic sea 
region 

Response to public consultation on Non-
formal and informal learning 

24. European Youth Forum NGO Europe Response to public consultation on Non-
formal and informal learning 

 
 

3. Summary of the results 
 
 

3.1. Participation in the public consultation 
 
The Commission received 469 responses to the online consultation through the online 
application and 24 position papers. 

Responses were fairly evenly balanced between individuals (53%) and organisations (47%).  
Among the organisations, around half of the responses came from public sector organisations 
(e.g. ministries; qualifications bodies; employment services; Euroguidance and Europass 
Centres), and a third from the third sector (e.g. NGO/volunteer organisations). The private 
sector (individual employers, employer organisations, and private employment services) was 
less well represented, as only about one sixth of the replies came from such organisations (see 
figure 3).  

 

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/norway_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/norway_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/epsa_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/age_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/france_fr.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/france_fr.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/france_fr.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/chq_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/yc3_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/consult/vnfil/youth_en.pdf
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Figure 3: Organisations who responded to the consultation 

 

More than two thirds of the 20 ministries responding to the survey had education policy as 
their main responsibility, and although some responses were received from employment 
services, enterprises, and Social Partners, overall the labour market perspective was less well 
represented than the education/training perspective.  

From a gender perspective, it can be noted that almost two thirds of the contributors were 
female. This reflects the gender-biased labour market in the education and training sector. 
More than half the organisations responding to the consultation operate at national level. The 
regional and local levels are less well represented. There are also organisations working at 
European level, global or international level or more than one level. 

Regarding the geographical distribution of contributors, responses were received from all 27 
EU Member States, 4 candidate countries (Iceland, Turkey, Croatia and Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia) and Norway. More than half the contributions came from six 
countries: Portugal, Belgium, Germany, the UK, France, and Italy. 

The high response rates from some countries can be seen as an expression of highly 
developed systems for validation (France, Portugal, UK and Germany), while the high 
response rate from Belgium can be explained by the concentration of European institutions 
and headquarters/departments of international organisations and associations in Brussels.  

Figure 4 details the distribution of contributors on countries, individuals/organisations and – 
within the organisations – sectors (public, private, third). Individuals are strongly represented 
in all countries, as are public sector organisations. The shares of third sector and private sector 
organisations vary more. 
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Figure 4: Responses per country1 - individuals and organisations per sector 

 
 

Half of the 247 individuals responding were either teacher/trainers (80 contributors) or 
belonged to a rather large group who just declare that they are ‘employed’ (42). 14 of those 
who have given their occupation as ‘employed’ have been actively involved in validating the 
learning of others. Civil servants (Policy developer/administrator), community/youth workers, 
and researchers also contribute visible shares. Overall, it appears that the consultation has 
                                                 
1 ‘Other’ in the country list covers contributors that have not offered a ‘home country’. ‘Other’ in the list of 
sectors covers 13 contributors that have ticked ‘Other’ and detailed the organisation as e.g ‘NGO’, ‘Independent 
youth work organisation’ or ‘trade union’. 5 of these clearly belong to the third sector, while the remaining eight 
are either trade unions or chambers or associations/projects with a high degree of public financing. 
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elicited most interest from those individuals who are actively engaged in developing and 
running qualification systems and validation systems (see figure 5). 
Figure 5: Occupations of individuals responding to the consultation2 

 

 

The real or potential target groups for having their learning validated are less well 
represented. In all 42 persons may be seen as belonging to the target audience for VNFIL: 20 
persons, who give their occupation as ‘employed’ and have no personal experience with 
validation, 18 volunteers and 4 unemployed.  

Therefore, the results of the consultation represent better the provider perspective and to a 
lesser extent the user perspective.  

 
3.2. Analysis of replies and contributions 

 

The analysis of the consultation presented below follows the structure of the consultation 
questions and combines answers to the close-ended and open ended questions as well as the 
views expressed in position papers that were submitted in response to the consultation. 

3.2.1. Importance and value of non-formal/informal learning and validation 

This sector of the questionnaire included 5 questions on the identification and visibility of 
NFIL, its relevance, its recognition, and the extent to which skills and knowledge gained 
through NFIL are perceived as having equal status and value by employers and educational 
institutions with those acquired through formal learning.  

 
 

                                                 
2 The occupational categories are those used in the online questionnaire. 
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First, the contributors to the consultation were asked about their opinions concerning the 
importance of different forms of/results of validation of non-formal and informal learning (see 
Figure 6). There is strong support for the general proposition of making non-formal and 
informal learning visible in some form. The contributors to the consultation do however have 
somewhat different opinions as to the importance of different fields of application for VNFIL. 
 
Figure 6: It is important that the knowledge, skills and competences individuals acquire through life and 
work experience are identified and made visible: 
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The second question addressed the benefits of non-formal and informal learning. There is 
widespread consensus that validation, understood in the broad sense of improving visibility of 
knowledge, skills and competences, is valuable. When it comes to pointing out the main 
benefits of validation, some divergence exists (see Figure 7). 
 
Figure 7: Learning in non-formal and informal settings is: 
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According to the answers to the questions 3 and 4 skills and knowledge gained through NFIL 
are not perceived as having equal status and value by employers and educational institutions 
with those acquired through formal learning (see figure 8). 
 
Figure 8: Status and value of NFIL compared to formal learning 
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...when recruiting, employers give
equal weight to knowledge, skills

and competences acquired outside
of formal settings as they do to

formal qualifications.

..in allocating places for courses,
education and training institutions
give equal weight to those whose

knowledge, skills and competences
have been certified following non-
formal or informal learning as they
do to those who have followed the

formal route

strongly disagree
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tend to disagree

don't know
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3.2.2. Perceived needs and challenges 
 
This sector of the questionnaire included 7 questions on the existing validation schemes and 
the needs perceived in relation to these.  
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Only among a quarter of the contributors indicate that the existing validation schemes are 
sufficient and meet agreed quality standards. The following figure shows the perceived 
challenges facing validation: 
 
Figure 9: Perception of existing schemes of validation: In my country... 

 

 
 

About a third of the contributors tend to disagree that existing schemes are sufficient to meet 
needs, and an additional one third disagrees or strongly disagrees. It is mainly those 
responding on behalf of organisations that express satisfaction.  
 
The figures for the perception of the quality of the schemes indicate that contributors have 
been somewhat cautious answering this question. This may indicate that contributors feel that 
they have insufficient knowledge of the stakeholders’ views on the quality of the national 
systems or that they feel unsure about what are ‘agreed quality standards’ and therefore will 
not offer too strong assessments. 
 
The replies to the question whether a coherent approach is lacking display a mixed picture. 
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The potential for further development of validation can depend on the degree to which it is 
integrated into the different practices. Figure 10 shows the integration of validation systems 
and practices in education, employment, HR strategies, and guidance and counselling, as 
perceived by the contributors. 
 
Figure 10: In my country/region, validation forms an integral part of… 

 

 
 
Again, the replies reflect a certain cautiousness which should possibly be taken as an 
expression of the contributors' awareness of their own lack of insight in other sectors than 
their own. 
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The contributors have been asked which factors hold back progress in validation in their 
country or region (Figure 11). 
 
Figure 11: In my country/region, progress in validation is held back by (ranked by the share who strongly 
agrees): 

 

 
The assessment of restraining factors suggest that while methods, tools and financial 
resources are important, the most important barriers are ‘soft’ and concern attitudes, lack of 
awareness and lack of willingness to change established procedures and regulations. 
 
In the consultation, the contributors were asked to point to the potential for development of 
VNFIL targets at specific groups of learners. Figure 12 shows the distribution of the 
responses. Again, a majority of the contributors see important potential for all the proposed 
applications and target groups, though the strength of the support varies. 
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Figure 12: In my country/region, there is particular potential for further development of validation of 
non-formal and informal learning: 
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3.2.3. Focus of EU actions and possible policy priorities 

This sector of the questionnaire included 4 questions on the EU actions and policy priorities. 

There is a strong consensus among the contributors that further action at European level is 
called for. Close to 100% of contributors express that new initiatives are required to 
complement existing efforts and instruments, as do the position papers.  

The contributors were asked to assess different types of actions that could be taken up by the 
EU as part of the efforts to support VNFIL. Two of the priorities for action at the EU level 
that come out unambiguously are support to awareness raising and exchange of good 
practices. In addition, the consultation gives a clear message concerning the need to 
strengthen implementation of practical measures at national, regional and local level and not 
only at European level (see Figure 13). 

Figure 13: Please tell us where you consider the focus of effort should be by indicating the level of 
importance you attribute to the different types of action the EU could take to further progress in the 
promotion and validation of non-formal and informal learning 
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The contributors were asked which areas they saw as requiring particular attention on future 
policy priorities for EU actions in the area of VNFIL. Overall, all the priorities are considered 
important by more than two thirds of the contributors (see Figure 14). 

 
Figure 14: Please tell us which areas you consider require particular attention by indicating the level of 
importance you accord to the following potential policy priorities for EU action (scope) 
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Figure 15 shows the contributors’ assessment of policy priorities that stress values in relation 
to NFIL. Again, the majority of the contributors assess all the proposed priorities as important 
or very important. 

 
Figure 15: Please tell us which areas you consider require particular attention by indicating the level of 
importance you accord to the following potential policy priorities for EU action (value) 
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The consultation also asked contributors about potential priorities for EU action in the field of 
quality and effectiveness of mechanisms for VNFIL. The assessment of those priorities is 
shown in Figure 16. These priorities are also considered important by more than two thirds - 
however, they are generally considered less important than the value-oriented priorities. 

 

Figure 16: Please tell us which areas you consider require particular attention by indicating the level of 
importance you accord to the following potential policy priorities for EU action (Quality and 
Effectiveness) 
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The consultation also looked into priorities with relevance for governance. The results are 
shown in Figure 17. The figure clearly shows that the contributors are more interested in the 
partnership and cooperation between stakeholders than in the sharing of costs of VNFIL 
arrangements. 

 
Figure 17: Please tell us which areas you consider require particular attention by indicating the level of 
importance you accord to the following potential policy priorities for EU action (governance) 

 

 
 
4. Conclusions 
 
The responses to the consultation clearly indicate that validation of non-formal and informal 
learning is strongly supported by a diverse group of individuals and stakeholders and that 
there is an overwhelming consensus on the importance of making the skills and competences 
gained through life and work experience visible. Respondents agree almost unanimously that 
important benefits for individuals, for the labour market and for society at large can be 
expected from increased action in validation of learning outcomes acquired through non-
formal and informal learning.  

At the same time existing validation schemes and arrangements are portrayed as insufficient 
and only a quarter of the respondents is of the opinion that they meet agreed quality standards. 
In particular, it should be noted that three quarters of those who have first-hand experience, 
either with validating the learning of others or having their own learning validated, are 
dissatisfied with the existing arrangements.  
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The respondents also recognise some barriers for further implementation, of which the most 
important, according to this consultation, are lack of trust in validation and institutional 
resistance to accepting non-formal and informal learning on equal footing with formal 
learning.   
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