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Why this topic and why now? 

 

In 2019, enterprises are facing great 

challenges related to digital transfor-

mation of the economy. In addition, reg-

ulatory and market requirements to 

meet the United Nations sustainability 

targets by 2030, demand a significant 

shift in the environmental footprints of 

enterprises and their business processes. 

These megatrends will have a considera-

ble impact on skills and their implications 

for the workforce and the future of work. 

The changes driven by Artificial Intelli-

gence, robotics and automation, as well 

as globalisation and key topics such as 

demographics, diversity, gender equality 

and social inclusion, necessitate better 

and greater training opportunities for all. 

Moreover, these should be made acces-

sible throughout the entire professional 

life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Upskilling and reskilling strategies will be 

crucial for competitiveness, growth and 

jobs. However, lifelong learning does not 

yet have clear delivery and funding 

models to ensure massive adoption. Fur-

thermore, there is still no agreement on 

how to provide lifelong learning for all. 

Creating the conditions for making life-

long learning and employability a reality 

will be a crucial topic in the 21st century. 

Achieving this goal will provide a com-

petitive advantage in the global  

 

competition for talent and in the search 

for social cohesion. In order to better 

anticipate and manage change, enter-

prises need to develop a new mind-set 

and embrace a culture of just-in-time 

and just-for-me learning.  

Online training is part of the solution. It 

is rapidly evolving and steadily integrat-

ing new technologies enriching the learn-

ing experience with the perspective of 

shifting from “digital learning” towards 

efficient “learning in a digital world”. 

Despite all the benefits of online training, 

the adoption of online training by Small 

and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) 

today still happens at a slow pace. This 

initiative explored the realities of SME 

learning and the ways how the needs of 

the workforce could be effectively met by 

online training solutions, whenever rele-

vant, in combination with traditional 

forms of training.  

Based on this analysis, a vision and rec-

ommendations for specific support 

measures towards 2030 were developed. 

Effective approaches to deliver new skills 

based on flexible and adaptable online 

training solutions were identified, includ-

ing the ways to foster the uptake of best 

practices. The results aim to inform poli-

cy makers and other key stakeholder 

groups about new possible policies, solu-

tions and funding mechanisms. 

“The key for competitiveness in 
the altering world is better and 

faster learning, as in the future, 

it is not about producing more 

but about learning more.” 

Ari-Matti Auvinen, HCI 

Productions and The Asso-

ciation of Finnish eLearn-

ing Centre (Finland) 

Why this topic and why now? 
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Putting the right accents: key definitions 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Europe 

This term refers explicitly to the Eu-
ropean Union and its Member States. 

Online training 

Online training here is defined as 

training that is delivered, enabled or 

mediated using digital technology, for 

the explicit purpose of learning in 

organisations. Online training refers 

to a wide range of digital learning 

solutions related to bespoke and off-

the-shelf technology-enabled learn-

ing, including Massive Open Online 

Courses (MOOCs), Open Educational 

Resources (OER), video content, mo-

bile learning (mlearning), Virtual and 

Augmented reality, gamification, Arti-

ficial Intelligence (AI) solutions etc. 

 

 

Lifelong learning and  

continuous learning 

Lifelong learning refers to the ongo-

ing, voluntary and self-motivated pur-

suit of knowledge in the context of a 

rapidly changing environment, with 

the possibility of some skills losing 

value and new skills gaining value 

over time. Continuous learning recog-

nises that there is no longer a clear 

distinction between a place of learning 

and a place of application, but instead 

learning can happen anytime any-

where on a daily basis, whether or not 

it is in the form of formal, non-formal 
or self-directed learning. 

Putting the right accents: key definitions 

Skills for Industry Strategy: Online Training 

Upskilling and reskilling 

The term “upskilling” here implies 

advancing existing skills in order to 

be able to do the current job better. 

The term “reskilling” refers to learn-

ing new skills for a new job. 

 

 

 

Small and medium-sized  

enterprises (SMEs) 

SMEs refer to enterprises which em-

ploy less than 250 people. The cur-

rent initiative focuses primarily on 

high-tech SMEs. SMEs represent a 

highly heterogeneous population. The 

digital maturity of SMEs may consid-

erably vary depending among others 

on the country/region/city they are 

based in, the value chains/sectors 

they participate in, their internal 

company culture and historical back-

ground etc.  Workforce transformation 

In this rapidly changing environment, 

success goes to the most agile and 

innovative players. As such, shaping 

the workforce transformation implies 

grooming companies to be able to 

take full advantage of resources in the 

ecosystem and continuously evolve to 

be able to survive, succeed and keep 

growing. 
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Benefits of online training 

 

 

Online training should not be viewed as a 

‘silver-bullet’ solution to all company chal-

lenges related to training. Nevertheless, it 

offers a wide range of benefits1 that both 

employers and employees could build on 

when dealing with upskilling and reskilling 

issues. 

FIGURE 1: Key benefits of online training 

 

(1) Flexibility: online training materi-

als may be made accessible to the 

workforce throughout the day. This 

makes it possible for employees to 

learn the subject at their own pace 

and in comfortable settings. 

(2) Improved pedagogy: digital tech-

nologies, for example, gamification, 

enhance learner engagement and 

improve retention. Online training 

also helps with the use of personal-

ised study materials and interactive 

formats. 

(3) Enhanced collaboration and 

reach: it is possible to gain instant 

reach to staff and trainers from all 

parts of the world, enabling them to 

collaborate on problem-solving 

challenges in real-time. 

(4) Reduced waste & cost-

effectiveness: there is no need to 

spend on commutation, and class-

room & infrastructure rentals. 

Trainer costs are typically one-time 

since the same material may be re-

used for multiple batches of learn-

ers. 

                                                             

1 Based on K. Venkatesiah (2015) “Top 5 Benefits Of 
Using eLearning Tools For Staff Training”, pub-
lished in eLearning Industry on 14 January 2015, 
available at: 
https://elearningindustry.com/benefits-of-using-
elearning-tools-for-staff-training 

(5) Suitability for digitally savvy 

learners: there is an increasing 

population of employees in the  

workforce who have grown up 

around the internet and modern 

technologies2. These employees are 

comfortable with non-traditional 

learning via digital media.  

(6) Scalability: online training enables 

employers to quickly create and 

communicate new policies, training, 

ideas and concepts, as well as to 

achieve a great degree of coverage 

of the target audience. 

(7) Higher Employee Retention: em-

ployers that enable access to valua-

ble online training subjects to their 

staff enjoy better loyalty from such 

employees who have a greater 

sense of accomplishment at their 

workplace. 

                                                             

2 https://cloudblogs.microsoft.com/industry-blog/en-

gb/cross-industry/2019/06/07/how-to-recruit-digital-

savvy-generations/ 

1 Based on K. Venkatesiah (2015) “Top 5 Benefits of Using eLearning Tools for Staff Training”, published in eLearning 

Industry on 14 January 2015, available at: https://elearningindustry.com/benefits-of-using-elearning-tools-for-staff-

training 
2 https://cloudblogs.microsoft.com/industry-blog/en-gb/cross-industry/2019/06/07/how-to-recruit-digital-savvy-

generations/ 

“Online training is about smart 
learning in and for a smart so-

ciety.” 

Ebba Ossiannilsson,  

Swedish Association for  

Distance Education  

SADE (Sweden) 

Benefits of online training 
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https://cloudblogs.microsoft.com/industry-blog/en-gb/cross-industry/2019/06/07/how-to-recruit-digital-savvy-generations/
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Key trends in online training and their relevance to SMEs 
 

 

The learning landscape today looks 

completely different than it did a few 

years ago. Modern learners often expect 

content to be short and personalised and 

are more committed to their learning 

goals. These trends indicate the need for 

change for both content and approach in 

the learning space3. 

Microlearning 

Learners expect content that is con-

sistent with the new format of digital 

learning, namely short, relevant, contex-

tualised, personalised, on their mobile 

devices. Microlearning offers SMEs an 

opportunity to approach employee train-

ing in a whole new way4. However, most 

small companies may need support with 

exploring the available microlearning 

programs and strategies. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

                                                             

3 Based on Basu S. (2017) “5 Technology-
Enabled Learning Trends In 2017”, published 
in eLearning Industry on 15 February 2017, 
available at: https://elearningindustry.com/5-
technology-enabled-learning-trends-2017 

4 Emerson M. (2015) “How to Handle Employee 
Training in Your Small Business”, published on 
10 November 2015, available at: 
https://succeedasyourownboss.com/how-to-
handle-employee-training-in-your-small-
business/ 

 

 

Mobile learning 

Most employees have access to at least 

a smartphone, and people often have 

multiple mobile devices. With an audi-

ence supplying their own hardware, the 

cost of implementing mlearning pro-

grams becomes more affordable than 

other alternatives. “The mobile app 

revolution” is suggested to have an 

especially powerful impact on small 

businesses, as it helps these companies 

reduce expensive, redundant processes 

and makes them leaner and more cost-

efficient. 

 

Real-world learning 

There is also a need to bring learners 

closer to the “real world”. Virtu-

al/Augmented Reality (VR/AR) will have 

an increasing impact on how organisa-

tions can achieve that. Different VR/AR 

cases and requirements are expected 

to emerge over several other areas in 

the coming years. Small businesses can 

now also leverage on VR/AR solutions 

to advance experiences of their cus-

tomers. Due to the initially high cost of 

the relevant equipment, these technol-

ogies were not always affordable to 

SMEs. However, as the technologies 

become more mature, the cost of the 

equipment will continue dropping fur-

ther5. 

                                                             

5 My Smart Gadget (2016) “Virtual reality for 
small business”, published on 16 September 
2016, available at: 
https://mysmartgadget.com/virtual-reality-
for-small-business/ 

“Microlearning is a promising 
way for online training, if ap-

plied in a right way and con-
text. More research is needed 

to find a good balance be-
tween the size of microlearn-

ing lectures and the appropri-

ate level of depth.” 

Igor Curcio,  

Nokia (Finland) 

3 Based on Basu S. (2017) “5 Technology-Enabled Learning Trends In 2017”, published in eLearning Industry on 15 

February 2017, available at: https://elearningindustry.com/5-technology-enabled-learning-trends-2017 

4 Emerson M. (2015) “How to Handle Employee Training in Your Small Business”, published on 10 November 2015, 

available at: https://succeedasyourownboss.com/how-to-handle-employee-training-in-your-small-business/ 
5 My Smart Gadget (2016) “Virtual reality for small business”, published on 16 September 2016, available at: 
https://mysmartgadget.com/virtual-reality-for-small-business/ 

Key trends in online training and their relevance 

to SMEs 

Skills for Industry Strategy: Online Training 
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Gamification 

Gamification 

While many of the companies adopting 

gamification are large enterprises, it is 

also suitable for small businesses and 

start-ups. Gamification has a good fit 

with the unique office culture of start-

ups6. One of the main reasons why 

small businesses hesitate to explore 

gamification is the fear that these sys-

tems will be expensive, and difficult to 

introduce. However, the gamification 

market is becoming more specialised 

everyday, leading to more affordable 

“turn-key” gamification solutions that 

are also feasible for SMEs7. 

 

Social learning 

In modern workplaces, collaboration is 

becoming a mainstream tool to engage 

employees, enable for smarter deci-

sion-making and enhanced business 

outcomes. Collaborative networks are 

shortening time-to-business and cut-

ting costs to drive employee engage-

ment and transparency8. Social learn-

ing can be facilitated by social media 

platforms, discussions on blogs, virtual 

meeting sites etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             

6 Watson Z. (2014) “5 Gamification Companies 
for Small Businesses”, published on Technolo-
gy Advice on 26 March 2014, available at: 
https://technologyadvice.com/blog/marketing
/gamification-for-small-businesses/ 

7 Watson Z. (2014) “5 Gamification Companies 
for Small Businesses”, published on Technolo-
gy Advice on 26 March 2014, available at: 
https://technologyadvice.com/blog/marketing
/gamification-for-small-businesses/ 

8 Basu S. (2017) “5 Technology-Enabled Learn-
ing Trends In 2017”, published in eLearning 
Industry on 15 February 2017, available at: 
https://elearningindustry.com/5-technology-
enabled-learning-trends-2017 

Learning Engagement  

Systems  

and personalised/ 

personal learning 

The digital learning field is moving into 

the direction of creating “Learning En-

gagement Systems”, i.e. solutions that 

use profile data about learners, their 

personalities, their habits, goals and 

feedback from others. The objective is 

to drive personalised learning and pro-

vide coaching and connections to help 

keep workers connected with their am-

bitions and their personal development 

priorities enabled by AI9. 

 

Personalised vs.  

personal learning 

While personalised learning implies 

some degree of customisation, essen-

tially all learners get the same experi-

ence10. In case of personal learning, 

the role of the training system is not to 

provide, but to support learning, while 

the decisions about what to learn, how 

to learn, and where to learn are made 

outside the training system, by the in-

dividual learners themselves11. 

 

 

                                                             

9 Fosway Group (2017) “Digital Learning Reali-
ties 2017: Part 1 -Organisation, Headcount, 
Budget and Investment”, in association with 
learning technologies, May 2017 

10 Adaptive learning is a technique for providing 
personalised learning, which aims to provide 
efficient, effective, and customised learning 
paths to engage each learner. Adaptive learn-
ing systems use a data-driven approach to 
adjust the path and pace of learning, enabling 
the delivery of personalised learning at scale. 
More information available at: 
https://library.educause.edu/resources/2017/
1/7-things-you-should-know-about-adaptive-
learning 

11 Downes S. (2016) “Personal and Personalized 
Learning”, 17 February 2016, available at: 
https://www.downes.ca/cgi-
bin/page.cgi?post=65065 

6 Watson Z. (2014) “5 Gamification Companies for Small Businesses”, published on Technology Advice on 26 March 

2014, available at: https://technologyadvice.com/blog/marketing/gamification-for-small-businesses/ 

7 Ibid. 

8 Basu S. (2017) “5 Technology-Enabled Learning Trends In 2017”, published in eLearning Industry on 15 February 
2017, available at: https://elearningindustry.com/5-technology-enabled-learning-trends-2017 

9 Fosway Group (2017) “Digital Learning Realities 2017: Part 1 -Organisation, Headcount, Budget and Investment”, in 

association with learning technologies, May 2017 
10 Adaptive learning is a technique for providing personalised learning, which aims to provide efficient, effective, and 

customised learning paths to engage each learner. Adaptive learning systems use a data-driven approach to adjust 

the path and pace of learning, enabling the delivery of personalised learning at scale. More information available at: 

https://library.educause.edu/resources/2017/1/7-things-you-should-know-about-adaptive-learning 

11 Downes S. (2016) “Personal and Personalized Learning”, 17 February 2016, available at: https://www.downes.ca/cgi-

bin/page.cgi?post=65065 
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Non-technological  

transformations in  

the workforce 

The so called “gig economy”, the rising 

proportion of digital-savvy employees, 

aging workforce, the changing role of 

women in the workforce, greater calls 

for inclusion and diversity and a grow-

ing proportion of immigrants in the 

economy among others, are all trans-

forming the workforce in a non-

technological way. Furthermore, the 

developments with regard to recruit-

ment practices and recognition need to 

be taken on board too. 

 

Open Educational  

Resources 

Free platforms like YouTube12, StackO-

verflow13 and similar have countless 

educational resources available on any 

given topic at various levels of difficul-

ty. They are easily accessible on de-

mand, and usually their open nature 

allows learners to move to the sections 

that directly answer their questions 

rather than follow a structured time-

consuming path to get the answers 

they need. 

Additionally, companies like Google14, 

institutions like OpenAI15, as well as 

SMEs and universities are often eager 

to open up their learning resources to 

the community. It allows them to at-

tract talent in a competitive market and 

to accelerate the adoption of specific 

tools in the marketplace. Furthermore, 

it also serves as a means of speeding 

up their own innovation cycles16. 

 

                                                             

12 See Youtube (https://www.youtube.com/) 
13 See StackOverflow 
(https://stackoverflow.com/) 
14 See Google (http://about.google) 
15 See OpenAI (https://openai.com) 
16 Dean S (2018), “Open Source AI for Every-
one: Three Projects to Know”, published May 
2018, available at: 
https://www.linuxfoundation.org/blog/2018/05/o
pen-source-ai-for-everyone-three-projects-to-
know/ 

Financial stimulus  

to learn 

Some governments offer financial sup-

port to workers who are undergoing 

training. For example, France intro-

duced a policy on Personal Training 

Accounts (Compte personnel de for-

mation – CPF) wherein all private sec-

tor employees receive up to 24 hours 

per year of time-credit (as per full-time 

basis) in their CPF to spend on training, 

even if they change jobs or have peri-

ods of unemployment17. These hours 

may be spent on accredited training 

programmes at the discretion of the 

individual. Similar policies have been 

implemented in Singapore18 and Mal-

ta19. 

 

Blockchain 

Some online training providers (e.g. 

BitDegree) are experimenting with pay-

ing learners to learn using novel fund-

ing models enabled by blockchain tech-

nology20. For example, potential em-

ployers pay for training as part of a 

recruitment process and learners re-

ceive compensation (in the form of to-

kens) upon successful completion of 

the course. 

                                                             

17 Eurofound (2018) “France: Employers obliga-
tion to provide skill development plans or 
training”, August 2018, available at: 
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatori
es/emcc/erm/legislation/france-employers-
obligation-to-provide-skill-development-
plans-or-training 

18 Woo P. (2018), “More than 285000 Singapo-
reans have used SkillsFuture Credit”, March 
2018, available at: 
https://www.straitstimes.com/forum/letters-
in-print/more-than-285000-sporeans-have-
used-skillsfuture-credit 

19 Ministry for Education and Employment 
(2014), “Malta National Lifelong Learning 
Strategy 2020”, available at: 
https://lifelonglearning.gov.mt/dbfile.aspx?id
=37 

20 BitDegree (2019), “What is the BitDegree 
Token?”, available at: 
https://www.bitdegree.org/faq 

12 See Youtube (https://www.youtube.com/) 
13 See StackOverflow (https://stackoverflow.com/) 
14 See Google (http://about.google) 

15 See OpenAI (https://openai.com) 
16 Dean S (2018), “Open Source AI for Everyone: Three Projects to Know”, published May 2018, available at: 

https://www.linuxfoundation.org/blog/2018/05/open-source-ai-for-everyone-three-projects-to-know/ 
17 Eurofound (2018) “France: Employers obligation to provide skill development plans or training”, August 2018, availa-

ble at: https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatories/emcc/erm/legislation/france-employers-obligation-to-

provide-skill-development-plans-or-training 
18 Woo P. (2018), “More than 285000 Singaporeans have used SkillsFuture Credit”, March 2018, available at: 

https://www.straitstimes.com/forum/letters-in-print/more-than-285000-sporeans-have-used-skillsfuture-credit 
19 Ministry for Education and Employment (2014), “Malta National Lifelong Learning Strategy 2020”, available at: 

https://lifelonglearning.gov.mt/dbfile.aspx?id=37 

 

https://www.youtube.com/
https://stackoverflow.com/
https://www.linuxfoundation.org/blog/2018/05/open-source-ai-for-everyone-three-projects-to-know/
https://www.linuxfoundation.org/blog/2018/05/open-source-ai-for-everyone-three-projects-to-know/
https://www.linuxfoundation.org/blog/2018/05/open-source-ai-for-everyone-three-projects-to-know/
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatories/emcc/erm/legislation/france-employers-obligation-to-provide-skill-development-plans-or-training
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatories/emcc/erm/legislation/france-employers-obligation-to-provide-skill-development-plans-or-training
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatories/emcc/erm/legislation/france-employers-obligation-to-provide-skill-development-plans-or-training
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatories/emcc/erm/legislation/france-employers-obligation-to-provide-skill-development-plans-or-training
https://www.straitstimes.com/forum/letters-in-print/more-than-285000-sporeans-have-used-skillsfuture-credit
https://www.straitstimes.com/forum/letters-in-print/more-than-285000-sporeans-have-used-skillsfuture-credit
https://www.straitstimes.com/forum/letters-in-print/more-than-285000-sporeans-have-used-skillsfuture-credit
https://www.bitdegree.org/faq
https://www.youtube.com/
https://stackoverflow.com/
https://www.linuxfoundation.org/blog/2018/05/open-source-ai-for-everyone-three-projects-to-know/
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatories/emcc/erm/legislation/france-employers-obligation-to-provide-skill-development-plans-or-training
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatories/emcc/erm/legislation/france-employers-obligation-to-provide-skill-development-plans-or-training
https://www.straitstimes.com/forum/letters-in-print/more-than-285000-sporeans-have-used-skillsfuture-credit
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Availability, quality and affordability of online training for SMEs 
 

 

The overall online training market is on 

the rise. It is estimated21 to grow at a 

Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) 

of around 9.5% over the period 2017-

2026, accounting globally for about 157 

billion EUR in 2017, with a projection to 

reach approximately 355 billion EUR by 

202622. 

SMEs are in general reported to be re-

stricted in the efficient use of different 

forms of learning and technology for 

learning and in adequate management 

learning approaches23. The key chal-

lenges include high costs associated 

with the development of bespoke train-

ing solutions, the need to interrupt 

working processes and the associated 

lack of time, difficulties when identifying 

suitable training providers and lack of 

appropriate training providers and pro-

grammes. 

In the context of the quality of online 

training, the challenge remains how to 

develop and maintain a competitive 

ecosystem of suppliers around digital 

learning projects that stimulates better 

levels of service and solution24. The 

risks around selecting the suppliers ap- 

                                                             

21 This estimate refers to both academic e-
learning and corporate e-learning. Depending 
on technology, market is segmented into 
Learning Management System (LMS), mobile 
e-learning, application simulation tool, rapid e-
learning, podcasts, learning content manage-
ment system, virtual classroom knowledge 
management system and other technologies. 

22 Stratistics Market Research Consulting (2018) 
“E-Learning - Global Market Outlook (2017-
2026)”, September 2018, available at: 
https://www.researchandmarkets.com/researc
h/pqwzjc/global_elearning?w=12 

23 Hamburg, I. (2015) “Improving e-Learning in 
SMEs through cloud computing and scenarios”, 
E-learning-instructional design, organizational 
strategy and management, InTech 

24 Fosway Group (2017) “Digital Learning Reali-
ties 2017: Part 3 –Impact and Satisfaction”, in 

 

 

pear to be the greatest when it comes 

to learning content. Owners and man-

agers of SMEs often do not have enough 

knowledge about the return of invest-

ment and value of training in sustaining 

competitive advantage as well as about 

suitable, efficient, and affordable learn-

ing solutions.  

The most common solution adopted is 

the purchase of off-the-shelf e-learning 

courses, with the standardised con-

tent25. One of the approaches to tackle 

the abovementioned issue refers to “do-

it-yourself’ strategies. However, these 

approaches should be treated with cau-

tion, as professional involvement, in-

cluding coaching and mentoring, is often 

needed in order to ensure a high-quality 

training course.  

 

                                                                                       

association with learning technologies, July 
2017 

25 EU15 Ltd et al. (2015) “European-wide e-
Learning Recognition Review Report”, Eras-
mus+ project nr. 2014-1-UK01-KA202-001610 
(SMEELEARN project) 

“Some SMEs do not think of 

learning as something that is 
strategically important for their 

company, but there is no min-
imum size to become a learn-

ing organisation, the sooner 
you think of becoming one, the 

better!” 

Svenia Busson,  

LearnSpace (France) 

21 This estimate refers to both academic e-learning and corporate e-learning. Depending on technology, market is seg-

mented into Learning Management System (LMS), mobile e-learning, application simulation tool, rapid e-learning, pod-

casts, learning content management system, virtual classroom knowledge management system and other technologies. 

22 Stratistics Market Research Consulting (2018) “E-Learning - Global Market Outlook (2017-2026)”, September 2018, 

available at: https://www.researchandmarkets.com/research/pqwzjc/global_elearning?w=12 

23 Hamburg, I. (2015) “Improving e-Learning in SMEs through cloud computing and scenarios”, E-learning-instructional 

design, organizational strategy and management, InTech 

24 Fosway Group (2017) “Digital Learning Realities 2017: Part 3 –Impact and Satisfaction”, in association with learning 

technologies, July 2017 
25 EU15 Ltd et al. (2015) “European-wide e-Learning Recognition Review Report”, Erasmus+ project nr. 2014-1-UK01-

KA202-001610 (SMEELEARN project) 

 

Availability, quality and affordability of online 

training for SMEs 
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The adoption rate of online training by SMEs in Europe 
 

 

SMEs represent a highly diverse popula-

tion. While some SMEs may be tradition-

al and slow-paced, others, particularly 

knowledge intensive start-ups, are highly 

dynamic and advanced when it comes to 

learning. Different SMEs have different 

learning requirements, associated with 

different technologies and different ped-

agogies. 

The analysis of the data from the PI-

AAC26 survey shows that the percentage 

of respondents working for SMEs and 

participating in open or distance educa-

tion is highly diverse across Europe. No-

tably, the fraction of respondents who 

have participated in open or distance 

education is considerably higher among 

those employed in large companies than 

that of SMEs, with the exception of Aus-

tria and Slovenia.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 2: Participation in open or dis-

tance education among different types of 

SMEs (relative to the year of the survey)  

 

                                                             

26 The Survey of Adult Skills by OECD Programme 
for the International Assessment of Adult Com-
petencies (PIAAC); the data can be found 
http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/  

 

 

The adoption rate of online training solu-

tions specifically by SMEs varies per size, 

i.e. larger SMEs are more likely to use 

online training (see Figure 227). This 

trend holds for most of the analysed 

countries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

27

                                                             

27 For Austria, Canada, Cyprus, the Czech Repub-
lic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germa-
ny, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, the 
Slovak Republic, Spain, Sweden – information 
was collected in the first round (2011-2012). 
For Greece, Lithuania and Slovenia- information 
was collected in the second round (2014-2015). 
Data for Hungary will be added to the database 
in November 2019.  

 

 

The adoption rate of online training by SMEs in 

Europe 
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FIGURE 2: Participation in open or dis-

tance education among different types of 

SMEs (relative to the year of the survey) 

26 The Survey of Adult Skills by OECD Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC); the data 

can be found http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/  
27 For Austria, Canada, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, the Nether-

lands, Poland, the Slovak Republic, Spain, Sweden – information was collected in the first round (2011-2012). For 

Greece, Lithuania and Slovenia- information was collected in the second round (2014-2015). Data for Hungary will be 

added to the database in November 2019. 

“It is not going to be the smart-
est knowledge worker that will 

survive, it will be the one most 
adaptable to the new markets, 

jobs, competences and skills.” 

Fabrizio Cardinali,  

knowhedge  
Consulting (Italy) 
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Based on the qualitative interviews with 

Member State (MS) representatives, a 

qualitative mapping of the overall 

adoption rate of online training among 

European SMEs was developed for 23 

EU MS (see Figure 3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 3: Popularity of online training 

solutions among SMEs in different EU 

Member States (based on qualitative 

analysis) 

In general, the EU MS demonstrate 

different levels of maturity in using 

learning technologies. This can be ex-

plained by the perceived business value 

of learning and technology-related fac-

tors. For example, Internet connectivity 

levels and costs significantly vary 

across the EU. Mobile phone and social 

media usage, as well as ownership pat-

terns also vary greatly. Device access 

or familiarity is not seen as a significant 

problem in most territories, barring 

terrain like remote islands or moun-

tainous regions. These factors have a 

direct impact on the maturity of the 

market of online training and learning 

technologies28. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key players 

The digital learning market in Europe 

remains immature. Single providers 

hardly ever take a lead in supporting 

the entire learning solutions portfolio. 

Most tend to be specialist providers, so 

it is difficult to purchase high quality 

solutions for all cases from one provid-

er. Partnering between providers is 

more preferred than trying to provide a 

whole set of digital learning solutions 

by one provider29. 

 

                                                             

28 https://www.learninglight.com/marketing-
elearning-company-europe/ 

29 Fosway Group (2017) “Digital Learning Reali-
ties 2017: Part 1 -Organisation, Headcount, 
Budget and Investment”, in association with 
learning technologies, May 2017 

28 https://www.learninglight.com/marketing-elearning-company-europe/ 

29 Fosway Group (2017) “Digital Learning Realities 2017: Part 1 -Organisation, Headcount, Budget and Investment”, in 

association with learning technologies, May 2017 
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Conditions for a massive take-up of online training 
 

 

The main conditions that need to be ful-

filled for a massive take-up of online 

training by SMEs are presented in Figure 

4. 

 

FIGURE 4: The main conditions for a 

massive take-up of online training 

(1) Promoting among SMEs highly 

relevant and successful online 

training solutions (and benefits 

for both employers and employ-

ees), targeting their specific 

needs; 

(2) Providing SMEs with capabilities 

to implement online training for 

their needs; 

(3) Supporting networks including 

SMEs and developing understand-

ing of learning economics and 

joint human resource develop-

ment programmes; 

(4) Developing schemes for the as-

sessment and recognition of 

online training in the academic 

and business sectors; 

(5) Fostering pan-European sectoral 

collaboration (and cross-sectoral 

exchanges) between enterprises, 

education & training providers 

and supporting structures, to al-

low greater transferability, flexi-

bility and permeability in educa-

tional & training systems; 

(6) Developing measures aiming at 

quality assurance of the online 

training offer; 

(7) Encouraging the development and 

use of micro-credentials through 

active collaboration between the 

academic and business sectors; 

(8) Maximising attractiveness, peda-

gogical and learning relevance of 

online training. 

 

 

 

 

Existing policies and programmes have 

been mainly supply-oriented and mostly 

led by the academic sector, while there 

is a clear need for more demand-based 

initiatives. The latter imply initiatives 

aiming at providing enterprises with so-

lutions, information and guidance that 

well match their needs and at increasing 

their interest, benefits and motivation to 

use online training solutions. 

Conditions for a massive take-up of online train-

ing 

Skills for Industry Strategy: Online Training 
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Multi-dimensional vision 
 

 

The vision and related supporting actions 

aim at increasing the capacity of indus-

try, social partners, education and train-

ing providers and policy makers at all 

levels to successfully shape the work-

force transformation in Europe. 

There is no one best way to tackle the 

identified challenges. In order to be spe-

cific enough, the vision needs to respect 

the differences among SMEs and culti-

vate a diversity of approaches. 

All the identified measures were clus-

tered into four specific strands along the 

two axes, namely target group and mo-

tivation. These two indicators proved to 

be decisive in defining the philosophy of 

approaches. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The target group here refers to the type 

of the audience that a specific measure 

is primarily aiming at. Within SMEs, the 

two distinctive groups include employers 

and employees. Focus on the target 

group signifies a demand-oriented na-

ture of the approach. The two motiva-

tional categories include intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation 

refers to engaging in a behavior because 

it is personally rewarding and enjoya-

ble30. Extrinsic motivation, in turn, im-

plies performing an activity for earning a 

reward31. 

FIGURE 5:  Four strands of the vision 

                                                             

30 https://www.verywellmind.com/differences-
between-extrinsic-and-intrinsic-motivation-
2795384 

31 Ibid. 

Multi-dimensional vision 

Skills for Industry Strategy: Online Training 

30 https://www.verywellmind.com/differences-between-extrinsic-and-intrinsic-motivation-2795384 

31 Ibid. 
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Top priority measures 

 

 

The priority setting exercise implying 

active stakeholder engagement suggest-

ed that the common vision needs to be 

formed with the elements of all the four 

sub-visions, with the “Blue vision” hav-

ing a dominating position. Existing poli-

cies and programmes have been mainly 

supply-oriented, while there is a clear 

need for demand-oriented initiatives. 

The suggested top priority measures 

have a clear demand orientation, i.e. 

they aim to explicitly focus on the learn-

ers and their needs. 

Figure 6 presents the identified nine top 

priority measures. 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 5: Top priority measures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top-priority measures 
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FIGURE 6: Top priority measures 

 

“We need new processes and 

tools to design learning experi-
ences, and to build learning or-

ganisations.” 

Carl Heath,  
RISE Research Institutes  

of Sweden (Sweden) 
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#1 Establishing effective Communities of Practice (CoPs)  
 

 

CoPs can be defined as organised groups 

of professionals who share the same 

interests in resolving issues, improving 

skills, and learning from each other’s 

experiences32. 

For SMEs, exposure to experiences of 

other companies often serves as a pow-

erful motivator for them to reconsider 

their approaches to learning or to simply 

start paying attention to learning. There-

fore, the potential of Communities of 

Practice (CoPs) for promoting online 

training should not be underestimated. 

While the concept of CoPs itself is not 

new, the way it needs to be approached 

may require some reconsideration, tak-

ing into account the latest technological 

and social developments and reflecting 

the learning realities of modern SMEs. 

The current measure implies establishing 

and facilitating such CoPs for companies 

engaged (or considering to get engaged) 

in online training, where good practices 

and experiences can be exchanged by 

companies themselves at the level of 

both employers and employees. CoPs 

can also be used to innovate and solve 

problems, to invent new practices, cre-

ate new knowledge, define new territo-

ries, and develop a collective and strate-

gic voice33. 

To be effective, CoPs need sustained 

interaction of their members. While 

some communities do self-organise, 

most communities need some facilitation 

to ensure that their members get high 

value for their time34. For SMEs, self-

organisation can  

                                                             

32 
https://www.organisationalmastery.com/com
munities-of-practice/ 

33 https://wenger-trayner.com/introduction-to-
communities-of-practice/ 

34 Ibid. 

 

 

 

be particularly difficult, and the support-

ing structures such as cluster organisa-

tions and/or industry associations are 

well positioned to take on a facilitator 

role. 

Examples of activities requiring dedicat-

ed budget: 

 Pan-European initiative to collect, 

systemise and disseminate infor-

mation on establishing and main-

taining effective CoPs for SMEs, 

including practical guidelines and 

best practice examples; 

 Regional/national funds for devel-

oping local communities of (learn-

ing) practice for SMEs from spe-

cific domains; 

 European funds for developing 

pan-European communities of 

(learning) practice for SMEs from 

specific domains. 

#1 Establishing effective Communities of Practice 

(CoPs) 

Skills for Industry Strategy: Online Training 

“In areas with limited innovation 

tradition, SMEs do not have a place 

where to head for advice, or at 
least more specific practical 
knowledge. Therefore, an online 

community could enhance sharing 
of information, experiences, daily 

practices, or successes and fail-
ures. This could inspire a phenom-
enal transformation for many 

SMEs.” 

Ginvilė Ramanauskaitė,  

BitDegree (Lithuania) 

 

32 https://www.organisationalmastery.com/communities-of-practice/ 
33 https://wenger-trayner.com/introduction-to-communities-of-practice/ 

34 Ibid. 
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#2 Developing platforms for personal learning accounts/portfolios  

 

 

Open Badges are opening the way to the 

development of a range of services, like 

communication (e.g. between the people 

sharing the same badges), co-design, 

cartography (display competencies on the 

map of a territory), pathways, endorse-

ments, etc. 

There are already some emerging projects 

from a range of initiatives, like Badgeons 

la Normandie35 or B.O.A.T36 (badges 

ouverts à tous) and Hpass37, developed by 

open badge factory, where the objective is 

to make the competencies visible and 

discoverable and to create badge pass-

ports connected to shared competency 

frameworks and e-learning platforms. 

The following actions need to be taken in 

order to further advance the notion of 

Open Badges: 

 Recognising Open Badges as a 

universal currency to capture 

one’s learning, experience or 

engagement; recognising Open 

Badges as the elementary build-

ing blocks of a new type of 

ePortfolio. 

 Facilitating the provision and 

adoption of Personal Open 

Badge repositories, e.g. as Ex-

perience Portfolios, to collect ev-

idence of one’s formal, non-

formal and informal learning 

(there are already multiple free 

and open source platforms that 

are fully interoperable, from 

which people can choose). This 

could be part of a Personal 

Learning Account.  

 Facilitating the provision and 

adoption of tools for SMEs based  

 

                                                             

35 https://badgeonslanormandie.fr/ 
36 https://boat.openrecognition.org/ 
37 https://hpass.org/ 

 

 

on Open Badges, to support 

their staff development (there 

are already some emerging 

tools, but they are still in their 

infancy; the achievements of 

large companies such as IBM 

with Open Badges could be 

scaled down for SMEs). 

 Encouraging industry and ser-

vice sectors to develop reposito-

ries of Open Badges to elicit the 

needs in competency and the 

actual learning provision, sup-

porting the acquisition of those 

competencies — Open Badges 

can be made visible “pathways” 

connecting learning and as-

sessment opportunities. 

 Developing (public and private) 

services exploiting the data col-

lected in Open Badges such as 

discovery to find people, compe-

tencies, resources etc.  

#2 Developing platforms for personal learning 

accounts/portfolios 

Skills for Industry Strategy: Online Training 

35 https://badgeonslanormandie.fr/ 

36 https://boat.openrecognition.org/ 

37 https://hpass.org/  

“For SMEs, the employment circle 
might be very short, and workers 

often change employers. In this 
scenario, it is highly rewarding for 

employees in the next phase of 
their career to have some form of 
recognition and evidence for their 

skills. Hence, we should promote 
recognition in online training via 

digital certificates, open badges 
etc.” 

Dénes Zarka,  

Budapest University  
of Technology and  

Economics (Hungary) 

 

 

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__boat.openrecognition.org_&d=DwMFaQ&c=UeJe21Es6dyvSqJkHbkMHw&r=Q43BeVqa20qPxeg3QgG14n1e7RsEaOgtig4bxCF0AWU&m=kb4UF9GBcvAZ6xHGvlogu5KtsebCSSr7SUrqGq3aKsQ&s=7m6TgP9pzxpzYx-H5_VDef6Mqm7gP-dHKUoLY5NYoEU&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__hpass.org_&d=DwMFaQ&c=UeJe21Es6dyvSqJkHbkMHw&r=Q43BeVqa20qPxeg3QgG14n1e7RsEaOgtig4bxCF0AWU&m=kb4UF9GBcvAZ6xHGvlogu5KtsebCSSr7SUrqGq3aKsQ&s=gUb78IkSe-o-YYmKAx-6TRJ5YtHk37cfdcko1Hjc9k4&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__boat.openrecognition.org_&d=DwMFaQ&c=UeJe21Es6dyvSqJkHbkMHw&r=Q43BeVqa20qPxeg3QgG14n1e7RsEaOgtig4bxCF0AWU&m=kb4UF9GBcvAZ6xHGvlogu5KtsebCSSr7SUrqGq3aKsQ&s=7m6TgP9pzxpzYx-H5_VDef6Mqm7gP-dHKUoLY5NYoEU&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__hpass.org_&d=DwMFaQ&c=UeJe21Es6dyvSqJkHbkMHw&r=Q43BeVqa20qPxeg3QgG14n1e7RsEaOgtig4bxCF0AWU&m=kb4UF9GBcvAZ6xHGvlogu5KtsebCSSr7SUrqGq3aKsQ&s=gUb78IkSe-o-YYmKAx-6TRJ5YtHk37cfdcko1Hjc9k4&e=
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#3 Recognising the contribution of employee’s learning to the organi-
sational performance 

 

 

Rewards and recognition programs are 

not only suitable for large companies - 

SME can massively benefit from them 

too, and specifically in the context of 

learning. Such programs have proven 

effects on employee productivity and ul-

timately on company’s profits38. 

In essence, the goal of employee recogni-

tion is to reinforce specific behaviors, 

practices, or activities that result in better 

performance and positive business re-

sults39. Recognition can have both formal 

and informal nature, it can imply both 

monetary and non-monetary rewards.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Employee recognition does not necessari-

ly have to be associated with high budg-

etary requirements, which is particularly 

sensitive for SMEs. Proper employee 

recognition programs encourage employ-

ee engagement, lead to better business  

                                                             

38 https://www.power2motivate.com/news-
blog/blog/when-do-you-offer-offer-rewards-
and-recognition 

39 
https://www.efrontlearning.com/blog/2018/04/
employee-recognition-workplace-benefits-
ways.html 

 

 

results, increase loyalty and retain the 

best talent, build a supportive work envi-

ronment and encourage a sense of own-

ership in employees40. 

Many SMEs do not yet have employee 

recognition programs in place, let alone 

programs that explicitly aim at effective 

recognition of the learning efforts of em-

ployees. They could benefit from external 

support with the development of such 

programs, for example, in the form of 

detailed guidelines for an effective em-

ployee recognition program specifically 

for European SMEs. The guidelines need 

to contain the key conceptual principles, 

but also practical solutions for challenges, 

good practice examples and references to 

additional information sources. Ideally, 

such guidelines would need to be trans-

lated to all EU languages. 

This measure complements other top 

priority measures. For example, the 

guidelines can also be disseminated via 

the dedicated CoPs and collaboration 

platforms. 

                                                             

40 https://www.cleverism.com/how-to-recognize-
reward-your-employees/ 

“Online training must be more 
adapted to new ways of working. 

The market needs on-the-go learn-
ing. Learning has to be done at the 

workstation or where work activi-
ties occur.” 

Bruno Koninckx,  
Knowledge Flow (Belgium) 

 

#3 Recognising the contribution of employee’s 

learning to the organisational performance 
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38 https://www.power2motivate.com/news-blog/blog/when-do-you-offer-offer-rewards-and-recognition 

39 https://www.efrontlearning.com/blog/2018/04/employee-recognition-workplace-benefits-ways.html 
40 https://www.cleverism.com/how-to-recognize-reward-your-employees/  

 

 

“Policies should focus not only on 
companies’ strategies, but also on 
employees' strategies, meaning mo-

tivation to learn. It may be difficult 
for employees to see if a certain 

training is ultimately beneficial for 
them. Here, company recognition can 

be a big driver – especially in a form 
of economic compensation.” 

Claudio Dondi, Independent  
Expert on Education Quality,  

Innovation and Equity (Belgium) 
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#4 Setting up collaboration platforms for tackling skills challenges  

 

 

This measure implies setting up collabo-

ration platforms for dissemination of 

knowledge and sharing of good practices 

for identifying skill needs, that would 

unite the efforts of small and large com-

panies, training providers, support struc-

tures and policy makers.  

Furthermore, such platforms can be used 

also for developing comprehensive sec-

toral skills strategies, including the de-

velopment of concrete actions and priori-

ties, jointly selecting or developing ap-

propriate training solutions and jointly 

following this training in practice. A 

comparable model is already used by the 

Blueprint for Sectoral Cooperation on 

Skills41. 

The Blueprint in its essence provides a 

framework for strategic cooperation be-

tween key stakeholders such as compa-

nies, trade unions, research and training 

institutions and public authorities in a 

given economic sector. It implies indus-

try-led partnerships that develop sec-

toral skills strategies and concrete ac-

tions, such as new or updated vocational 

education and training. The overall goal 

is to help foster new opportunities for 

investment, innovation, growth and 

jobs42. 

The pilots of the Blueprint have a pan-

European coverage with clear benefits of 

cross-regional collaboration. At the same 

time, having a pan-European coverage 

makes it challenging to include all rele-

vant actors (in this case, the overall 

population of SMEs of a certain sector), 

as only a limited part of them is likely to 

be engaged in its activities. For a mas-

sive local coverage, complementary  

                                                             

41 
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/policy/ski
lls_en 

42 
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=73
8&langId=en&pubId=8164&type=2&furtherPu
bs=yes 

 

 

activities could be initiated at the level 

of clusters (that also typically have a 

sectoral focus, but have a much broader 

reach to local companies).  

Such cluster-level pilots would support 

the pan-European efforts of the Blueprint 

and could be used to further tailor the 

outputs of the Blueprint to the needs of 

cluster members/regions. Specifically, 

they would imply developing tailored 

skills forecasts for their regions, design-

ing cluster skills strategies, selecting or 

developing appropriate (online) training 

solutions suitable for (or tailored to) the 

local context and evaluating the impact 

of skills strategies. 

 

“Collaboration is key in facing the 

challenges that our society is cur-
rently dealing with. This includes 

learning. Placing ourselves (as 
universities) into the position of 

our customers (individual learn-
ers, employers, etc.) is how we 

can truly deliver what they need 
and help them accomplish what 

they hope to achieve.” 

Nadine Roijakkers,  
Open University  

(Netherlands) 

#4 Setting up collaboration platforms for tackling 

skills challenges 
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41 http://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/policy/skills_en 

42 https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8164&type=2&furtherPubs=yes  
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#5 Developing tools for employees to have their personal learning en-
vironment  

 

 

Traditional management models and 

systems (e.g. Learning Management 

Systems) typically do not work for SMEs. 

Personal Learning Environments (PLEs) 

refer to systems that help learners take 

control of and manage their own learn-

ing. They imply providing support for 

learners to set their own learning goals, 

managing their learning, managing both 

content and process, communicating 

with others in the process of learning, 

and thereby achieving learning goals.  

A PLE may be composed of one or more 

sub-systems; as such, it may be a desk-

top application, or composed of one or 

more web-based services43. PLEs are 

based on the idea that learning will take 

place in different contexts and situations 

and will not be provided by a single 

learning provider44. 

By employing the latest technological 

solutions, uniting efforts and sharing 

cost, it can still be feasible for SMEs to 

have their PLEs. Also here, as particular-

ly for smaller companies, cluster organi-

sations and/or industry associations 

could play a prominent role in initiating 

and coordinating joint efforts for PLE 

development.  

Specifically, there is a need to develop 

platforms that are dedicated to be learn-

ing resources for many companies (and 

particularly SMEs). Such platforms  

 

 

                                                             

43 Based on the definition of Mark van Har-
melen and PLE Wiki, 

http://edutechwiki.unige.ch/en/Personal_learning_
environment 

44 Attwell (2007) Personal Learning Environments-
the future of eLearning? Elearning papers, 
2(1), 1-8, cited in 
https://comtechp7.hypotheses.org/files/2016/
10/Article_AdaptingPLE.pdf 

 

 

could be an attractive place for profes-

sional learning content/solutions devel-

opers to offer their content/solutions. 

Multiple initiatives have already been 

launched to develop specific frameworks 

and tools for PLEs, and those need to be 

further built on. 

Examples of activities that require dedi-

cated budgets include: 

 Regional/national funds for devel-

oping and promoting PLE for local 

clusters of SMEs from specific 

domains; 

 European funds for developing 

cluster pilots, e.g. COSME Euro-

pean Cluster Excellence Pro-

gramme. 

 

“Employees should be more au-
tonomous and empowered in 

building their own business case 
for learning – at least to build 

and articulate why they need a 
certain learning path and how 

they plan to apply it at work.” 

Sarah Cherif,  
CUTESolutions (Belgium) 

43 Based on the definition of Mark van Harmelen and PLE Wiki, 

http://edutechwiki.unige.ch/en/Personal_learning_environment 
44 Attwell (2007) Personal Learning Environments-the future of eLearning? Elearning papers, 2(1), 1-8, cited in 

https://comtechp7.hypotheses.org/files/2016/10/Article_AdaptingPLE.pdf  
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#6 Making learning review part of the regular employee and manage-
ment review 

 

 

Existing research shows that learning 

and development accelerates individual 

and organisational performance45 (see, 

for example, research by Brandon Hall 

Group46 showing that the link between 

learning and performance improves per-

formance 95% of the time). At the same 

time, companies, and particularly SMEs, 

often do not pay sufficient attention to 

analysing how exactly learning of em-

ployees contributes to the performance 

of their company.  

The current measure suggests offering 

SMEs guidelines for making learning re-

view part of the regular employee per-

formance review.  

By having an integrated performance 

and learning process that identifies the 

employee’s objectives and assigns rele-

vant learning (formal or informal), em-

ployees are provided with clarity with 

regard to their contribution to the overall 

purpose and to ensuring their career 

progression47.  

Strengthening the link between perfor-

mance and learning can also equip SME 

managers to become better development 

coaches. With a jointly agreed talent 

strategy in place, managers can identify 

strengths and weaknesses, initiate feed-

back and suggest relevant learning48. 

European SMEs would benefit from de-

tailed guidelines showing how  

 

                                                             

45 https://www.pageuppeople.com/resource/why-
learning-and-performance-should-be-joined-
at-the-hip/ 

46 http://www.educton.com/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/Measuring-the-ROI-
of-Informal-Learning-Educton.pdf 

47 https://www.pageuppeople.com/resource/why-
learning-and-performance-should-be-joined-
at-the-hip/ 

48 Ibid. 

 

 

(online) training and performance pro-

cesses can be integrated, and how to 

strengthen and trace the link between 

the two. The guidelines need to contain 

the key conceptual principles, but also 

practical solutions for challenges, good 

practice examples and references to ad-

ditional information sources. Ideally, 

such guidelines would need to be trans-

lated to all EU languages. Also here, 

cluster organisations and/or industry 

associations are well positioned to mas-

sively disseminate the guidelines among 

the SME members of their networks and 

communities.

“For SMEs to see the value of 
training, they need to be able to 

link the learning activities to 
their business, and to their indi-

vidual needs.” 

Carlos Ripoll Soler, 
 Universitat Politécnica  

de Valéncia (Spain) 
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45 https://www.pageuppeople.com/resource/why-learning-and-performance-should-be-joined-at-the-hip/ 

46 http://www.educton.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Measuring-the-ROI-of-Informal-Learning-Educton.pdf 

47 https://www.pageuppeople.com/resource/why-learning-and-performance-should-be-joined-at-the-hip/ 

48 Ibid.  
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#7 Facilitating access to the recognition of prior learning and experi-
ence programmes in partnership with formal education institutions 

and awarding bodies 

 

Recognition of prior learning (RPL) has a 

double function, namely social (recogni-

tion increases self-esteem and opens 

opportunities for career development), 

and economical (recognising the skills 

acquired through experience reduces the 

time to reach graduation). The challenge 

is not just to set-up a RPL system, but 

also to create the conditions for it to 

respond to the needs in a meaningful and 

feasible way. 

To facilitate access to RPL, there is a need 

to: 

 Reduce the bureaucratic burden 

associated with RPL; 

 Reduce the costs for different 

stakeholders (candidates, em-

ployers awarding body, etc.); 

 Make PRL the norm by creating 

a “recognition culture”; 

 Develop new agile approaches 

to RPL, by addressing the ques-

tion of how all EU citizens can 

have access to RPL. 

One option to improve access to RPL could 

be to move from a system that only 

recognises learning in relation to existing 

formal education curricula to recognising 

the actual learning that could be unique to 

each individual.  

This process could be facilitated by the 

systematic collection of evidence of 

learning and work experience, for exam-

ple, by using Open Badges, which would 

provide a verifiable source of evidence in 

their portfolio of experience and learning. 

Instead of waiting for the need to get RPL 

to create an RPL portfolio, the collection of 

evidence of learning should become a 

‘normal’ professional practice that could 

be instrumented, for example, during the 

annual/monthly performance reviews.  

 

 

 

A possible way to reduce costs is to 

establish trust relationships between 

the organisations providing RPL, em-

ployers, professional bodies and asso-

ciations to bridge the gap between in-

formal recognition that takes place at 

the workplace, and the formal recogni-

tion taking place in formal institutions 

of education and awarding bodies. This 

could be achieved by establishing “RPL 

Ambassadors” within companies that 

could act as a bridge between informal 

recognition (e.g. endorse local recogni-

tions) and formal recognition delivered 

by an official awarding body. 

The vision could be the establishment 

of an open recognition system 

providing a seamless path between 

informal and formal recognition, with 

recognised agents of formal recognition 

systems (the RPL ambassadors) acting 

locally. They could also carry the role of 

“learning ambassadors” and “elearning 

ambassadors”.  

“There is a high demand for 

learning and certification/ 

recognition. While there are 
multiple sources to get nug-

get-sized learning, there is 
also a risk of creating frag-

mented learning without a 
clear link to business process-

es. Therefore, a structured 
process needs to be devel-

oped.” 

 Nils Carlberg,  
Trigyf AB (Sweden) 
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#8 Developing learning in real situation 

 

 

When designing a training intervention, 

some of the key questions that need to be 

asked include “Is a course the best solu-

tion to address this performance prob-

lem?” and “Are there alternatives, like 

tutoring by a colleague?” If the course is 

the best solution, is it best to run it off-

site or on-site, within or out of the job 

context? 

These questions lead to a number of 

possible options: 

 Learning at the workplace, 

as, for example, Apprendre et se 
Former en Situation de Travail 
(AFEST) “Learning and Training 
in Work Situation” in France; 

 Supporting performance at 

the workplace, that has led to 

the design of performance sup-

port systems, in particular Elec-
tronic Performance Support Sys-
tems (EPSS)49, i.e. computer 
software programs that improve 
performance. 

EPSS are not limited to supporting com-

puter programmes. For example, if the 

objective is to operate or maintain a 

machine, the alternative could be between 

building a simulator (training) or a diag-

nostic tool supporting the maintenance 

operation (EPSS) using Augmented Reality 

(AR). AR enhances the field of view with 
real-time imposed digital information. This 
allows users to access information or step-
by-step instructions on how to repair or 
operate an equipment.  

                                                             

49 Examples of solutions: 
http://www.solantech.com/epss-electronic-
performance-support-system/ and case stud-
ies: GE Aviation Pilots AR to Cut Errors, Save 
Millions: https://upskill.io/landing/ge-
aviation-case-study/; Scope AR develops 
Augmented Reality performance support 
technologies: 
https://www.scopear.com/about/ 

 

 

 

Between full AR and simple electronic 

guides/helps, there is a range of oppor-

tunities to develop performance sup-

port solutions as alternatives to train-

ing, which have a number of benefits 

such as reduced time off-job; reduced 

human errors; reduced execution time 

and increased productivity. While in the 

case of AR solutions, costs are not neg-

ligible, they have to be compared with 

total cost of training (TCT) which in-

cludes the development of the training 

material, the time of training, the 

transfer to the workplace, the possible 

errors, etc. 

Examples of activities that require ded-

icated budgets include: 

 Awareness raising campaign in a 

form of a pan-European initia-

tive to promote “on-the-job” 

learning and alternatives to 

training such as EPSSPiloting ac-

tivities. 

“Learning must relate to real 

world conditions, which would 
ensure relevance, so that 

learners are able to apply their 

knowledge at work.” 

 Myron Cizdyn,  
The BLPS Group (Poland) 
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Augmented Reality performance support technologies: https://www.scopear.com/about/  
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#9 Providing collaborative spaces for experimentation and innovation 
 

 

Experimentation is a crucial part of inno-

vation, including innovation in learning. 

It allows to gather data, answer ques-

tions and test assumptions, and based 

on that, to make more informed deci-

sions about specific ideas and projects50. 

To this end, there is a need for (digital) 

spaces for experimentation and innova-

tion at a collaborative level for online 

training developers and practitioners, in 

which they can test ideas and share 

good practices.  

In essence, any project related to the 

development of online training solutions 

needs to incorporate experimentation. 

Rather than treating it as a separate 

measure, it could be embedded as a vital 

element in the relevant initiatives, as 

specific needs of such experimentation 

spaces are likely to differ depending on 

the type of solution, objectives of exper-

iments, target audience, available budg-

et etc.  

SMEs, (online) training providers and 

other relevant stakeholder groups need 

to be widely informed about the oppor-

tunities offered by existing and new initi-

atives, such as, for example, Digital In-

novation Hubs (DIHs)51 of the European 

Commission. 

DIHs are one-stop-shops that provide 

companies with access to the latest 

knowledge, expertise and technology to 

support their customers with piloting, 

testing and experimenting with digital 

innovations. As proximity is crucial, they 

act as a first regional point of contact.  

A DIH is a regional multi-partner cooper-

ation, including organisations  

 

                                                             

50 https://www.unhcr.org/innovation/why-theres-
no-innovation-without-experimentation/ 

51 http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/digital-
innovation-hubs 

 

 

like RTOs, universities, industry associa-

tions, chambers of com-

merce, incubator/accelerators, regional 

development agencies and policy mak-

ers. DIHs can also have strong linkages 

with service providers outside of their 

region supporting companies with access 

to their services52. 

The analysis within the Online Training 

initiative clearly confirmed the need for 

such measures, and the research team 

welcomes and supports the Commis-

sion’s approach to DIHs. Special atten-

tion needs to be put to the awareness 

raising activities among SMEs, (online) 

training providers and other relevant 

stakeholder groups within specific re-

gions. Here, cluster organisations and/or 

industry associations could play a central 

role.

                                                             

52 Ibid. 

“Organisations are shifting from 

hierarchical structures to net-
work structures, and that should 

be reflected in their learning 

strategies.” 

 Ana Silva Dias,  

TecMinho at University  

of Minho (Portugal) 
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52 Ibid.  
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Evolving funding models 
 

 

Critical success factors for funding models 

refer to their scalability and sustainablility. 

Therefore, to achieve the goal of moving 

employee training to a new paradigm of 

learning, investment in technology-

enhanced learning cannot be a one-time 

effort. There is a need to identify and 

prioritise the factors that make some 

technology implementations perform 

dramatically better than others, including 

the underlying funding models. 

There is no one-fits-all funding solution. 

The funding landscape needs to be diver-

sified to be able to serve a wide variety of 

needs and situations. Specific approaches 

that were identified for tackling the 

funding issue for SMEs include: 

(1) Facilitating partnerships be-

tween companies and training 

developers to produce training 

with maximum relevance, share 

the cost and the profit; with a 

central role for the cluster or-

ganisations/industry associa-

tions as coordinators; 

(2) Procurement of specific online 

learning materials for companies 

from a certain sector by indus-

trial associations and other pro-

fessional bodies; 

(3) Training companies to develop 

bespoke online courses them-

selves by means of accessible 

DIY (Do it yourself) strategies; 

(4) Offering on-demand bespoke 

course development through 

government-funded initiatives; 

(5) Creating lifelong learning and 

training accounts for workers 

that would belong to workers  

 

 

 

 

and would be portable from job 

to job; 

(6) Offering individual loans for 

adult learners to ac-

quire/advance high-tech skills in 

a short reskilling or upskilling 

program; 

(7) Using an Income Sharing 

Agreement (ISA) as an alterna-

tive/complementary financial in-

strument to individual loans. 

The ultimate objective here, how-

ever, should be to make sure that 

SMEs view (online) training as in-

vestment rather than cost.  

The most promising approaches are 

the ones building on a genuine in-

terest of SMEs to invest in (online) 

training on a continuous base. Such 

measures support SMEs not by fully 

taking over the funding part, but by 

sharing costs or effectively using the 

resources available by SMEs them-

selves, often by joining efforts with 

other SMEs and by being coordinated 

by an umbrella organisation, such as 

cluster organisation, industry associa-

tion or similar. 

Evolving funding models 
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Effective ways of reaching out to the EU workforce 

 

 

When it comes to promoting online train-

ing opportunities among the workforce in 

Europe, action needs to be taken by all 

key stakeholder groups, including SMEs 

themselves. 

Reaching out to the EU workforce implies 

reaching out to a massive target audi-

ence, in this case, a population of Europe-

an SMEs active in high-tech domains. 

Rather than trying to target individual 

SMEs directly, future initiatives should 

target supporting structures that have 

access to specific SME clus-

ters/communities, namely industry asso-

ciations and cluster organisations at the 

EU, national and regional levels. 

These supporting structures can play a 

central role in spreading the relevant 

information among specific companies, as 

they are already in close contact with 

them. Furthermore, these structures can 

act as initiators and facilitators of specific 

(online) training-related activities of SMEs 

from the corresponding clus-

ters/regions/sectors. 

To this end, a pivotal role in promoting 

(online) training opportunities among 

SMEs belongs to cluster managers and  

 

 

 

 

their teams. Skills-related aspects 

should have a top priority in cluster 

policies. Specifically, cluster mecha-

nisms could be effectively used for the 

following activities, as examples: 

 Setting up local help-desks of-

fering free or subsidised profes-

sional support and guidance for 

companies regarding the devel-

opment and implementation of 

their learning strategies; 

 Offering coaching services to 

SMEs for skills profiling and 

analysis; 

 Organising free or subsidised 

external support to SMEs with 

identifying relevant learning re-

sources; 

 Providing a scheme for SMEs to 

benchmark their learning strat-

egies and outcomes against 

similar organisations in their 

cluster; 

 Facilitating partnerships be-

tween training developers & 

providers and companies (in-

cluding learners themselves) in 

order to develop relevant train-

ing etc. 

 

Effective ways of reaching out to the EU work-

force 
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“We identify increasing integra-

tion of Personal Learning Envi-

ronments (PLEs) in MOOC-like 
programs and its adoption in 

VET & CPD, with blurring 
boundaries between Higher Ed-

ucation, VET, CPD and Lifelong 

Learning.” 

Nikitas Kastis,  

Mind2Innovate (Greece) 
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Ensuring a demand-led approach 

 

 

Following a demand-led approach and 

serving a highly diversified market re-

quires systems that support just-in-

time just-for-me learning solutions 

for vast numbers of individual learn-

ers and groups.  

Centralised platforms (i.e. a model of 

“Netflix of online training”) can play a 

valuable role here by aggregating offer-

ings from other smaller, specialised 

niche players, and offer structure and 

direction for learners. At the same time, 

such platforms on their own would hard-

ly be able to deal with a desired level of 

customisation of the offer, stemming 

from the requirements of personal learn-

ing. While, by using AI-based solutions, 

such platforms would be able to achieve 

a high level of personalisation, the 

choice of the learner would still be lim-

ited to what the platform has to offer.  

The development of the abovementioned 

platforms needs to be complemented by 

the creation and maintenance of learn-

ing eco-systems, catering the specific 

needs of individuals, groups, companies, 

value chains and clusters. Training de-

velopers need to form a prominent part 

of these eco-systems, building on close 

collaboration with all other key stake-

holder groups, with a central role as-

signed to learners themselves. Such 

learning eco-systems could benefit from  

 

 

the offer of the centralised platforms, 

but would not be limited to those.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AI-augmented learning eco-systems and 

platforms need to facilitate access of 

learners to relevant personal learning 

solutions from any suitable possible 

sources. They would also need to include 

guidance, coaching, assistance, assess-

ment, validation and certification of 

learning outcomes with developing per-

sonal learning and career paths in con-

nection with attractive job opportunities 

during the whole professional career. 

 

“We need to run ecosystem 

mapping for Europe on a coun-
try or even regional level to 

identify bottlenecks and sup-
portive measures. Then we 

need to take action to remove 
the bottlenecks and empower 

supportive measures so that the 

ecosystem could become func-

tional.” 

Märt Aro, DreamApply/ 

Nordic EdTech Forum “N8” 
(Estonia) 
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