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UEAPME position paper

European Commission Memorandum on Lifelong Learning

Background

In a society with continuing economic and social changes, spurred on by the globalisation process and technological developments, life-long learning plays an increasingly important role. In fact, a society based on continuous learning is necessary to meet the new challenges.

Enterprises, and especially SMEs, are increasingly dependent on the skills and commitment of each individual employee. Therefore good working conditions and commercial success are directly and totally interdependent. These new developments have a powerful impact also on traditional manufacturing industries and service enterprises.

Competition is intensifying in an ever more international market. Enterprises must constantly improve the quality of their products and/or their services. Workers are obliged to acquire new knowledge and to learn new methods.

Without sufficient people having adequate skills, the ability of enterprises to remain competitive and grow is threatened. This is particularly true for craft, trades and SMEs, which make up 99.7 % of the businesses in Europe and which are traditionally more sensitive to economic and social changes than big industry.
Shortage of skilled labour is one of the major problems for SMEs and in particular for small enterprises. Without a properly functioning labour market this lack of access to skilled labour will put a long term constraint on the growth of SMEs. In the EU, there are almost 20 million SMEs which employ around 117 million persons with an average of 6 workers per enterprise. They constitute a very important part of the economy both on a local and national level, as well as for the growth of the European Union economy. The number of SMEs is expected to increase by almost 8 % between the years 2000 and 2005. (The European Observatory for SMEs, Sixth Report)

SMEs have some distinctive characteristics which mark them out from big business. This has until now not been sufficiently recognised and there is not enough research in this field. In a small business the owner is very visible. She or he is present in the workplace and has a constant dialogue with the employees. The enterprise is very flexible, the decision process is short, and when there is a need for change it must be quickly carried out. Most of the staff have a variety of skills, by necessity. At least a third of the SMEs provide training activities and skills development in the workplace in a non formal way. SMEs are also important providers of apprenticeship or on the job training for young people. 

Training and lifelong learning has to be a shared responsibility between the government, social partners, enterprises and individuals. Due to the different systems in the Member States both in vocational training and further training and participation of organisations in the social dialogue, small enterprises are not always represented by the social partners. Therefore additional consultation is needed to ensure that the small enterprise aspect is included on all levels of training and further training.  

Governments are responsible for  providing sound structures and foundations for education, training and further training but in the end learning is a shared responsibility where the individual has to make the most of her or his opportunities.

Informal learning strategies are of particular importance for SMEs. Owing to their size, craft, trades and SMEs often encounter greater difficulties in organising outside training, for entrepreneurs, employees and trainees/apprentices. For this reason, they have been able to develop new strategies for the improvement of professional skills at work. Although the importance of formal skills cannot be disregarded, for skills learned by doing, there is an evident lack of visibility. Social partners can play a role in solving the problem of the certification and recognition of competencies acquired at work, including the consideration of the ability of SME owners/managers to accredit or certify the skills of their own employees, bearing in mind the need to maintain consistently high standards of qualification. The documentation and dissemination of good practices in this field, as well as the transfer of experiences, should be promoted. 

The role of UEAPME is, with its member organisations, to promote common actions, to co-ordinate projects and seminars and to disseminate the results. The increased transparency and knowledge through the exchange of strategies, structures, and methods of how to make informal and non-formal learning visible and finding methods of closing the skills gap is of utmost importance especially for small enterprises.  

UEAPME has been co-ordinator and project leader for a number of successful projects supported by the Commission, both within the Leonardo da Vinci programme and the European Social Fund, in the area of vocational training. The European Practical Guide to on-off the job training systems, PRASME, gives an overview of vocational training systems in 7 Member States and Estonia. This guide increases comparison between systems for young people and others involved in vocational training.

The project, Quality in Apprenticeship, is a scientific study of apprenticeship systems in the 15 EU Member States measured against the 11 quality criteria developed by the UEAPME members. This is a unique study which shows, not only the present situation in each country but also how they perceive the future for apprenticeship training. 

A number of other projects have also covered different aspects of training from an SME perspective since this area is of vital importance to our members, the small enterprises.

General comments

The concept of lifelong learning covering formal education and training (initial education and vocational training, higher and academic education) informal and non-formal learning (taking place in the workplace, in society, during the whole life span) for the first time also recognizes the training activities taking place in small enterprises. This is an important recognition since it creates a basis for further knowledge of these activities.

Within the lifelong learning concept there is also a need to consider the roles of the different national education and training systems. In most Member States basic schooling which leads to university studies seems to be promoted more than vocational training. There is certainly a need for both skilled workers and those with a university degree, but the student must be give the opportunity to make an informed choice, therefore both systems must be promoted equally. Vocational training and apprenticeships give an all round education with both theoretical and practical training. This distorted situation needs to be explored further, both because of the increasing shortage of skilled workers and because of the high unemployment rate.  

UEAPME wants to stress that education and training are still the responsibility of the Member States and the principle of subsidiarity, again referred to in the Lisbon Summit Conclusions, should continue to be the basis of activity in this field. Having stated this, UEAPME realises the need for a number of initiatives on the European level and the need for co-operation and transparency.

UEAPME believes that continuous training - if related to growth and development –has to be an opportunity for the entire SME work force, equally open to entrepreneurs as to highly qualified and less qualified employees. Both workers and businesses should bear the responsibility for this kind of continuing training. When the training is work related and initiated by the employer the responsibility of financing is with the enterprise. If learning is of a more general nature there is a need for further reflection on the financing aspects. The role of  public authorities should also be included in this. 

Continuous training is very important for entrepreneurs since they need to acquire new skills in order to be able to face the new challenges of globalisation and the information society. The owner of a small enterprise also needs new knowledge in other tasks concerning the enterprise, accounting, new legislation, personnel management, maintenance, etc. Entrepreneurs in smaller enterprises have more difficulties than in larger ones in finding time and money for the development of these skills, which are so important for the competitiveness of their enterprises.

Regional organisations, training centres, as well as sectorial organisations have an important role to play in determining the needs for skills improvement and addressing those needs. The need for skills ‘just in time’ is especially important in small enterprises. Therefore the need for diversity, flexibility and accessibility is of great importance. 

The use of new methods, such as using ICT for distance and interactive learning  must be promoted. Individuals should be encouraged and given incentives to improve knowledge and skills not only in the workplace. Any barriers which hinders this will to learn should as far as possible be removed. 
It is important that also the small enterprises’ opinion should be taken into account when new methods, structures and systems are agreed on. There is a need for increased understanding of small enterprises and crafts, the environment in which they develop and grow, and how they function as a work organisation. 

In the Memorandum on Lifelong Learning the Commission emphasises the importance of the right of every person to continuous learning and training throughout their lives. UEAPME can agree with the fact that personal development is very important. Nevertheless, we would like to stress the responsibility of the individual to develop their own competencies and their skills. 

In this paper UEAPME will concentrate its comments on the need for new and developed skills, to meet the future needs of small and medium sized enterprises. In doing this, we also recognise the need for the SME sector to be more involved in the development of  initial education and training. UEAPME is moreover convinced that education and training should remain a national competence and that the European level should concentrate on making systems visible, find instruments to further the mobility of the work force, and improving SME participation by finding basic quality criteria and methods to ascertain improvement of recognition of certificates and diplomas.

Since there exist no statistics and no reliable way to evaluate the non-formal training continuously going on in small enterprises, its visibility has remained poor. There is therefore a need for further knowledge in this field and also to find ways to evaluate informal training. Training provided by institutes is very often unsuited to small enterprises. The times and places for the courses  are too inflexible; they require the staff to be away from work for too long periods of time, the content is too theoretical and too formal. All together this means that if alternatives do not exist, even the training courses or programs available will not be used by the small enterprises.

Comments on the Key messages of the Memorandum:

1. New basic skills for all

Initial education and training is the responsibility of the Member States. UEAPME believes that a solid foundation for basic skills as an essential prerequisite for continuous learning has to take place in schools, even down to Primary level,  and during initial vocational training either in companies or in schools or training centres. 
The importance of new skills is recognised by UEAPME, and they include among others, ICT skills, languages, entrepreneurship and social skills. The need for new and improved basic skills must be addressed by governments and it is of importance that governments take into account the improvements suggested by the Employers organisations. New forms and methods of training have to be adopted, and access has to be improved. The individual’s need to train and retrain throughout life also implies that there is an onus on the individual to take advantage of the opportunities. For the enterprise, the need for new and improved skills must be met through a variety of innovative methods.

2. More investment in human resources

UEAPME agrees that the level of investment in human resources is too low. Governments and the social partners have a responsibility in creating the overall environment for improvement in this field. However, the element of individual responsibility to improve knowledge and skills remains. 

There could be a number of incentives for both employers and employees to improve knowledge and skills. However, one solution will not fit all. This has to be solved on company, or individual level. There could also be fiscal incentives but this is within the competence of the individual Member State. 

UEAPME recognises that special attention, according to the needs of the local or regional labour market, must be paid to older workers, to the less qualified and to women entering the labour force. It is essential to develop strategies that also include improving older employees’ skills. In crafts, trade and small enterprises, older employees can ensure the transfer of knowledge and know-how related to lengthy work experience. For the less qualified, immigrant workers, or adults without any diplomas/certifications, incentives should be given especially by public authorities. For part-time workers, often women, special strategies have to be developed. There must be a shared responsibility to find incentives which will attract participation from these groups and others which might be less motivated to participate in learning activities. In many cases learning on the job could prove sufficient, certainly in SMEs. UEAPME believes that strategies for “learning organisations” can answer to some of these needs.

3. Innovation in teaching and learning

UEAPME agrees with the Commission that there is a need for introducing new basic skills and for new methods in education and training. However the “old” basic skills cannot be disregarded. Moreover, there is a need for new and improved training of teachers and trainers. The Member States have a responsibility to provide up-to-date knowledge and skills for teachers in the national education systems and to assist in improving pedagogical methods and curricula. A high quality basic education constitutes the basis for further training and lifelong learning. 

SMEs have a long tradition of participation in vocational training, on-the job training and apprenticeship. These forms of training are used to different degrees in the Member States. Dual systems where training institutes and enterprises co-operate in training improves both practical and theoretical skills, and gives the individual better opportunities on the labour market. 

To facilitate developing national training systems the UEAPME member associations have created 11 quality criteria for apprenticeship. These criteria have been tested in all the Member States and are considered to be of  great value in determining quality training. This method could be used also in other areas of training as a means of  creating transparency between systems and to give national authorities incentives for improvement, where needed.

4. Valuing learning

The continuously ongoing informal training and improvement of skills in small enterprises has not, until now, been recognised. The general view has therefore been that, because employees in SMEs participate in training outside the workplace to a lesser degree than other workers, there is less training. Since this is not the case, methods to value informal learning must be introduced. Studies in both the UK and Sweden show that there is a considerable amount of on the job training in  the small enterprises whereas in enterprises with more than 100 employees most training activities take place externally, or through defined in-house training programmes that are more easily co-ordinated with formal external training provision..

Existing systems of  valuing competence do not take into account the ongoing development of skills in small enterprises. Diplomas and certificates are mainly verification of knowledge in a specific area and do not recognise transversal skills, which become increasingly important for the whole workforce. UEAPME therefore stresses that the development of systems for valuing informal skills is of the utmost importance, especially by owners/managers themselves.

5. Rethinking guidance and counselling

UEAPME agrees with the Commission in that there is a need for improved guidance and counselling. Information and advice of good quality is essential for the individual,  and for the entrepreneur to make a satisfactory choice. This is important not only in choosing a profession but also in changes in careers and profession throughout life. In this field  the public sector has a responsibility but also sectorial organisations and regional centres could play an important role. An exchange of good practise and methods between Member States could be of value. 

6. Bringing learning closer to home

In bringing learning closer to home the use of ICT must play an important role. Methods and systems for distance learning for individuals are now readily available. The possibility for each individual to use PCs not only in the workplace but also in schools, training centres, public institutions and internet cafes increase. Having stated this there will be for a long time to come, a need for improved access to more conventional courses and further training opportunities. This is also the responsibility of the Member States. The Employers organisations and the unions have a responsibility to point out the needs and which developments are needed for the future.

Summary

It must be recognised that small enterprise needs are different than big ones both in structure, management and organisation.

For lifelong learning to be successful, activities must also include the entrepreneur.

SMEs must be consulted and represented in planning and implementing initial vocational training programmes, further training and retraining 

The skills needed in small enterprises are usually developed within the enterprise. Existing systems are too inflexible and too expensive to be used. More flexible systems and increased use of interactive, distance learning methods need to be developed.

Informal learning and on the job training are not visible and therefore not sufficiently valued. Development of systems for valuing informal skills is of the utmost importance.

Flexibility and rapid changes are needed in the training offer. Training offers need to be regional, sectorial, easily accessible, and tailored to the small enterprise needs.

Guidance and counselling must be improved. Good practice and benchmarking should be used to promote improvement.
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