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European VET strategy 

EFEE’s written contribution 

The European Federation of Education Employers (EFEE) welcomes the European 

Commission’s consultation on a European VET strategy. EFEE is an officially 

recognised European sectoral social partner in education representing 

education employers and formal education and training providers at all levels – 

from early childhood education and care to higher education and research, and 

vocational education and training. This includes 53 national organisations from 23 

European countries, including ministries and education authorities, universities, 

VET providers, local and regional employer organisations. 

 

(1) Main challenges 

From education employers and formal education and training providers 

perspective, the main challenges limiting the contribution of VET are structural, 

systemic and cultural in nature, rather than a lack of relevance to labour 

market needs. 

A first major challenge is the persistent perception of VET as a second-choice 

pathway. This perception is reinforced by language, targets and policy signals at 

both national and European levels, and by narratives that implicitly or explicitly 

place VET in opposition to higher education. Framing different forms of 

education as competitors is counterproductive. Instead, they should be 

understood as complementary and interconnected elements of a coherent 

education system. VET should not be a final destination in a learner’s pathway, 

but an active and recognised route within a lifelong learning continuum, 

including progression to higher education. 

A second key obstacle relates to the recognition and portability of VET 

qualifications. While systems for the recognition of diplomas, partial diplomas 

and micro-credentials are relatively advanced in higher education, comparable 

mechanisms remain weak or fragmented in VET. Limited cross-border portability 

restricts learner mobility, reduces the responsiveness of labour markets to skills 

shortages, and undermines the attractiveness of VET pathways. This also affects 

the recognition of transversal and citizenship competences acquired through VET, 

which are often insufficiently valued by employers and institutions. 

System rigidity represents a further barrier. VET systems are frequently 

expected to respond to rapid labour market change through long-term skills 

forecasting and extensive curriculum reform. Experience with multiple EU-funded 

forecasting projects shows that such exercises are often costly, take several years 

to complete, and deliver results that are already outdated when published. As a 
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result, their outcomes are rarely used in practice. This approach limits adaptability 

instead of enabling it. 

Language barriers and transversal skills gaps also constitute an important 

and often underestimated challenge. Insufficient language skills can limit learner 

mobility, access to innovation-driven sectors and progression to higher education. 

Language training should therefore be considered a strategic priority within VET, 

rather than an optional or peripheral element. 

Finally, financing remains a significant cross-cutting obstacle. Participation in VET, 

particularly for adults and for reskilling purposes, is often hindered by the absence 

of simple, accessible financial incentives for both learners and employers. 

Fragmented or complex funding arrangements reduce motivation to engage in 

training and limit the scale and impact of VET provision. 

 

(2) Priorities of the VET Strategy 

Overall, the priorities outlined in the Strategy are broadly well identified. However, 

several critical dimensions require stronger emphasis in order for the Strategy to 

achieve its objectives. 

First, the Strategy should more clearly position VET as an integral part of a 

coherent education continuum. Stronger pathways from VET to higher education 

are needed, particularly towards universities of applied sciences. In the future, 

Europe will need more learners with a VET background progressing into higher 

education, and policies should actively facilitate and encourage this transition. 

Cooperation between VET providers and higher education institutions 

should therefore be strengthened rather than treated as exceptional. 

Second, the Strategy should go beyond a narrow focus on technical and 

occupational skills and more explicitly recognise the role of citizenship 

competences within VET curricula. Skills related to sustainability, democratic 

participation, social inclusion and critical thinking are essential for the green and 

digital transitions and for societal resilience. These competences should be 

strengthened alongside technical training and clearly recognised within 

qualification frameworks. 

Third, lifelong learning and guidance require a much stronger role within the 

Strategy. VET should be recognised as a key pillar of lifelong learning for all, 

including adults, who often require a different pedagogical approach, and highly 

educated individuals who need to reskill or upskill. Adult education is also a 

specialised field that should be highlighted in the Strategy. This represents a 

system change and a cultural challenge, as VET is still too often associated only 

with initial education rather than continuous professional development. 

Recognition and trust also need to be reinforced. Stronger employer 

recognition of VET qualifications is essential, supported by clearer European 
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frameworks for certifications and micro-credentials. Without real portability of 

qualifications, neither learner mobility nor rapid adaptation to European skills 

needs can be fully achieved. In parallel, the role of private actors, including 

companies and private training providers, should be reinforced as direct 

stakeholders in VET delivery and curriculum design. 

Finally, financing must be addressed as a strategic priority. Effective participation 

in VET depends on accessible and motivating financial incentives. Instruments 

such as individual learning accounts, tax incentives for employers and simple 

financial tools can play a decisive role in encouraging both individuals and 

companies to invest in training. 

 

(3) European cooperation 

A recurring weakness of European strategies lies not in their design, but in their 

implementation. Effective European cooperation therefore requires sustained 

engagement beyond the adoption of policy documents. This includes systematic 

follow-up, monitoring of progress and structured feedback mechanisms that allow 

practitioners to contribute evidence from implementation on the ground. 

Sectoral social partners have a central role to play in this process. They are directly 

connected to schools, VET providers, teachers, trainers, employers and learners, 

and therefore have first-hand knowledge of both challenges and opportunities. 

Their role should move beyond consultation towards co-shaping of policies and 

shared agenda-setting. Social dialogue should be therefore embedded in 

governance structures. 

Effective cooperation also requires stronger alignment across policy areas and 

institutional responsibilities. In particular, closer coordination between 

education and employment policies is essential to avoid fragmentation and 

ensure coherent support for national reforms. Alignment between relevant 

Directorates-General at EU level is a prerequisite for achieving this coherence. 

Credibility is equally important. The EU and Member States should demonstrate 

parity of esteem between education pathways in their own practices, including 

through the language they use, the indicators they promote and the opportunities 

they offer. Expanding VET traineeships within EU institutions is a positive step, 

but further measures are needed to ensure that political messages are matched 

by concrete action. 

 

(4) Sectoral skills need 

While understanding future skills needs is important, caution is needed regarding 

attempts to predict skills requirements many years in advance. Past experience 

with long-term forecasting exercises shows that they often consume significant 
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resources while delivering outcomes that are outdated or insufficiently connected 

to real decision-making processes. 

Employers are best placed to identify skills needs in the short to medium term, 

typically within a horizon of around one year. For VET systems to respond 

effectively, they must be flexible and capable of rapid adaptation. Rather than 

focusing on predicting future skills, the Strategy should prioritise creating the 

conditions that allow systems to adjust continuously. 

This requires moving away from rigid curricula towards flexible and modular 

learning structures. It also requires trust in the professionalism of teachers and 

trainers, enabling them to adapt learning content to changing needs. Examples 

from Member States where parts of the curriculum consist of free-choice modules 

demonstrate how flexibility can be built into systems without undermining quality 

or credibility. Ensuring the portability of qualifications and micro-credentials is 

equally important, as it allows skills acquired in one context to be recognised and 

used elsewhere. Additionally, teachers and trainers’ education should be improved 

to ensure there are high-quality educators. 

A practical and effective model is one in which employers and VET providers 

work closely together. Employers articulate short-term skills needs, and 

providers design training programmes that respond to these needs while 

respecting quality standards and ensuring transferability. Such an approach 

supports adaptation to AI-driven change and the green transition without relying 

on large-scale, inflexible curriculum reforms. 

 

(5) Sectoral challenges 

Across sectors, similar challenges recur. These include weak employer recognition 

of VET qualifications, language skills gaps that limit mobility and progression, 

persistent gender imbalances and stereotypes, and limited capacity among small 

and medium-sized enterprises to engage in training activities. 

At the same time, VET plays a crucial but often underestimated role in 

innovation. Through its close relationship with SMEs, VET contributes directly to 

upskilling and reskilling and supports innovation-driven change. Initiatives such 

as Centres of Vocational Excellence illustrate how VET can act as a driver of 

collaboration and innovation, although their contribution is not always sufficiently 

visible or recognised. 

Addressing sectoral challenges requires structured dialogue involving sectoral 

social partners, gender-sensitive approaches to curriculum design and 

communication, the systematic integration of language training, and targeted 

support for SME participation. Financing once again emerges as a decisive factor. 

Without clear and accessible incentives for individuals and employers, 

participation in VET will remain uneven and limited in scope. 
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A successful VET strategy should not attempt to predict the future but should 

enable systems to adapt to it. This requires flexible learning pathways, trust 

in teachers and trainers, strong cooperation between VET and higher education, 

effective financing mechanisms, and genuine parity of esteem between all 

forms of education. Only through such an approach can VET fully contribute to 

competitiveness, innovation, inclusion and quality jobs across Europe. 

 


