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1. Introduction 
 
1.1. Social, economic and political context 
 
Belgium became independent in 1830. Between 1970 and 1993, the country devolved from a centrally run state 
into a federated structure. This process unfolded across six state reform rounds (in 1970, 1980, 1993, 2001 and 
2014, 1988-89). Decisional powers are not exclusive to the Federal Government or the Federal Parliament. The 
leadership of the country is in the hands of various governments, which exercise their powers independently in 
their own domains. At the highest level are the Federal State, the Communities and the Regions, all three of 
which are equals in legal terms. They are on an equal footing, but are responsible for different domains. 
 
a) The Communities and the Regions 
The redistribution of powers took place along two lines. The first line has to do with language and, in a wider 
context, all things to do with the person. This brought about the Communities. The concept of "community" is in 
reference to the people who make up a community and the ties that bind these people, i.e. their shared language, 
education and culture. Belgium is situated on the fault line of the Germanic and Latin cultures. This explains why 
the country has three official languages: Dutch, French and German. As a result, Belgium is home to three 
Communities: the Flemish Community, the French Community and the German-speaking Community. As such, 
these Communities accord with the sections of the population. The Communities are in charge of culture, 
education, the use of languages and the other person-based matters which on the one hand comprise health 
policy and assistance to persons on the other (e.g. youth protection, family help, reception of immigrants). The 
Communities are also responsible for scientific research and international relations in the aforesaid areas. 
 
The second line of the State reform was historically rooted in economic interests. The Regions, which pursued 
greater economic autonomy, express these interests. This lead to the establishment of three Regions: the 
Flemish Region, the Brussels Capital Region and the Walloon Region. The Regions have powers in domains that 
are to do with their region or area in the broad sense of the term. For instance, the Regions are responsible for 
the economy, employment, agriculture, water policy, housing, public works, energy, transport, the environment, 
town and country planning, nature conservation, credit, foreign trade, supervision of the provinces, 
municipalities and intermunicipal associations. They are also responsible for scientific research and international 
relations in the aforesaid areas. 
 
In Flanders, the Community and Regional institutions have been merged. Which means that Flanders has one 
parliament and one government. 
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b) The Belgian Federal State 
Roughly speaking, the powers of the Federal Government include everything that has to do with the general 
interest. In the general interest of all Belgians, the Federal State manages the national treasury, the army, justice, 
work, social security, foreign affairs as well as major parts of public health and home affairs. The Federal 
Government is also responsible for all things that do not expressly come under the powers of the Communities 
and the Regions, as well as for the exceptions to and limitations of the powers of the Communities and the 
Regions.  
 
For instance: the Communities have complete self-rule on education, but the minimum requirements to obtain 
qualifications remain a matter for the Federal Government, same as compulsory education and the state 
pensions. The powers in the area of employment too are divided. The Federal Government is responsible for 
labour and social security law, including the unemployment regulations. Labour law is very broad and 
encompasses such things as individual and collective labour law, employment regulations, and regulations on 
welfare at work. Flanders is responsible for the actual employment policy. This covers such matters as 
employment services and the employment schemes. 
 
c) Local level 
Beyond the Communities and the Regions, the country is also divided into 10 provinces and 589 towns and cities. 
The level below the Federal State, the Communities and the Regions is occupied by the Provinces. Provincial 
administrations run their own policies inside the territorial confines of the Province. This relates to supra-local 
assignments for matters that transcend the local municipal interest and which municipalities find difficult to 
attend to on their own, as well as the performance of supporting duties for other authorities. Prior to the 1993 
State reform, the Provinces came under the supervision of the central State alone. Now they are required to 
operate under the supervision of all higher authorities, within the framework of the Federal, Community or 
Regional powers.  
 
At the bottom of the pyramid are the towns and cities, the level of governance closest to citizens. The towns and 
cities in Flanders are responsible within their own borders for a wide range of policy areas intended to serve the 
interests of their residents, providing direct services through such things as the Register Office (population and 
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births, marriages and deaths), the urban planning department, and the environmental health or technical 
departments.  As with the Provinces, they come under the supervision of the higher authorities, in accordance 
with the powers they exercise. Generally speaking, they are funded and audited by the Regions. 
 
1.2. Overview – main indicators 
 

Indicator Flanders 
Population (number, 2016) 6,471,996 
Employment rate (aged 25-64, 2016) 72.0% 
Unemployment rate (2016) 4.9% 
Labour force participation rate (2016) 69.9% 
Innovation rate (EU/Regional Innovation Scoreboard)  Innovation leader 
Educational level (aged 25-64, 2016)  

Low (ISCED 0-2) 22.6% 
Medium (ISCED 3-4) 39.5% 

High (ISCED 5-8) 37.9% 
Lifelong learning participation rate (aged 25-64, 2016) 7.1% 

 
 
1.3. Key features of the education system in Flanders 
 
a) Basic principles: freedom of education and the autonomy of the education system 
Article 24 of the Belgian Constitution stipulates that there is freedom of education. This freedom is two-sided: 
first of all, in Belgium everyone is free to set up a school or other educational institution. Secondly, every parent 
and pupil is free to opt for the school of their choice.  
 
The attainment targets are the minimum goals which the government considers are necessary and feasible for a 
particular group of pupils. These goals relate to knowledge, insight, attitudes and skills. Each governing body or 
school board is required to incorporate the attainment targets in their education curriculum. However, the 
autonomy of schools remains a basic principle of the Flemish education system. The government sets out the 
attainment targets, but it is the schools that are responsible for accomplishing these targets. How they achieve 
these goals, is decided by the schools. 
 
b) Education and organisations 
Flanders’s educational landscape has two types of education, made up of three education networks,1 each with 
their own umbrella organisation(s)2:  
1. Public education 

The public education schools are organised by or at the behest of the government: the Flemish government, 
the provinces, or the towns and cities.  

                                           
1 Schools in Flanders are bracketed into 'networks', depending on who sets up and runs the school. 
2 The umbrella organisations support and represent the school boards. They prepare teaching curriculums and class 
timetables, which the school boards may adopt. The educational network umbrella organisations also represent the school 
boards in negotiations with the government. Each umbrella organisation also has its own educational guidance services. 
They devise initiatives to support schools and teachers. 
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There are two networks in public education:  
- The community education network is the public education organised by the Flemish Community’s ‘GO! 

Onderwijs’ public institution at the behest of the Flemish government. 
- The grant-maintained public education system includes the municipal or city schools (organised by the 

local municipal or city councils) and the provincial education network (organised by the provincial 
authorities). The school boards are united under 2 umbrella organisations: (1) ‘Onderwijskoepel van 
Steden en Gemeenten vzw’ [Educational network umbrella organisation of Towns and Cities not-for-
profit organisation], and (2) ‘Provinciaal Onderwijs Vlaanderen’ [Flanders Provincial Education]. 
 

2. Grant-maintained private education 
Grant-maintained private education (VGO) is the education system that is organised by a private person or 
a private organisation as a private initiative. In a lot of cases, the boards of governors of schools under this 
system are not-for-profit organisations. The grant-maintained private education system consists mainly of 
denominational schools, which are tied to a religion. The catholic schools are the largest group and are 
represented by the ‘Katholiek Onderwijs Vlaanderen’ [Flanders Catholic Education] umbrella organisation. 
However, there are also grant-maintained private schools of different religions, such as the Jewish or 
Protestant schools. In addition, there are grant-maintained private non-denominational schools, which are 
not tied to a religion. 
 

3. Private Education 
A small number of schools in Flanders are not recognised by the government. These are the so-called private 
schools. They cannot be funded or maintained by the government. 

 
c) The educational landscape in Flanders 
Compulsory (public) education in Flanders starts on 1 September of the year in which a child reaches the age of 
6 and in theory runs until the child is 18 years of age. This is called compulsory education3.  
 
 Children can start in pre-school education from the age of 2.5 and 3. In Flanders, most children go to nursery 

school, which offers a preparation for the subsequent school years. 
 Regular primary education is intended for children of compulsory school age (6 to 12), and consists of six 

consecutive years of study. 
 Secondary education is for adolescents aged 12 to 18. 

- General secondary education (ASO) puts the emphasis on a broad general education and provides a 
good basis for continuing on to higher education. 

- Technical secondary education (TSO) puts the emphasis on general and technical subjects. The 
teaching, organised with practical lessons, prepares one for a particular occupation or a flow-through 
to higher education. 

- Secondary art education (KSO) combines a broad general education with active practice in the arts. 
After KSO, young people can join the labour force or go on to higher education. 

                                           
3 A youngster is subject to part-time compulsory education from 16 years of age, at which point he/she is free to choose to 
go for part-time learning and part-time work. A youngster who has completed the first 2 years of full-time secondary 
education becomes subject to part-time compulsory education at age 15. 
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- Vocational secondary education (BSO) is a practice-oriented form of education in which young people 
are also taught a specific trade in addition to receiving general education. From the age of 15 or 16, 
pupils in this form of education can switch to part-time education (DBSO) or take up an 
apprenticeship. Part-time education combines learning and working, with at least 28 hours per week 
dedicated to learning. Apprenticeships also combine learning and working, with most degree courses 
taking three years. Pupils learn a trade on-site at a company four days a week. In addition, they receive 
theoretical education at a SYNTRA campus.4  

- Se-n-Se training courses (secondary after secondary) are organised by secondary schools. Se-n-Se is 
the collective name for a series of short training courses within the third degree of technical and 
secondary art education (TSO and KSO). The courses are strongly focused on the labour market and 
workplace learning (in the form of a traineeship) is an essential part of the programme. The training 
courses replace the former 7th specialisation years of technical secondary education and secondary 
art education. Students in vocational education can enrol for a 7th specialisation year of secondary 
education. 

- Dual paths are possible in both the TSO and the BSO. Dual learning is a learning pathway in which 
pupils acquire skills both at the school desk and in a workplace. This system is currently being 
expanded still further.5 

- Secondary special needs education (BuSO) offers an educational programme that is geared to the 
needs of the pupil (with a mental, physical or psychological impairment). The years in BuSO differ 
greatly from the years in the other forms of education: pupils move on to the next ‘learning phase’ 
only when they are ready to do so. In secondary special needs education, the education form types 
are organised to suit the type of impairment and the abilities of the pupil. 

 After secondary education, a variety of higher education degree courses are offered. 
 
In addition, Flanders has a comprehensive (public/private) offering of study programmes for adults. The study 
programmes taught in adult education are modular in nature. This means that the subject matter is broken 
down into a number of modules, which together constitute a degree course. There are different types of courses 
in adult education.  
 Primary education is focused on people who have had little schooling and have problems with reading, 

writing or arithmetic in Dutch.  
 Secondary adult education comprises a whole range of study programmes and is general or vocational in 

nature. People are able to obtain a fully-fledged secondary education qualification through secondary adult 
education. These study programmes are organised by the centres for adult education (CVO).  

                                           
4 The apprenticeship training courses are to be systematically converted into dual training courses. 
5The Decree on dual learning and the preparatory stage was adopted by the Government of Flanders on 22 February 2018. 
This decree makes dual learning possible in schools for full-time ordinary secondary education, centres for part-time 
vocational secondary education and centres for the training of the self-employed and small and medium-sized companies 
(Syntra vzw). The ambition is to create an integrated dual learning and working system, which in terms of policy and society 
is considered equal to all other forms of secondary education. This sees dual learning being expanded as a fully-fledged 
learning pathway with accompanying study completion qualification. Dual trial degree courses (school desk in the 
workplace) have been up and running since 1 September 2016. At the moment, some 50 courses are being developed on a 
dual basis (7 during the 2016-17 school year, a further 14 during the 2017-18 school year and another 28 planned for the 
2018-19 school year). This number will be increased even further over the years ahead. From 1 September 2019 forward, a 
great many dual training courses will be on offer. 
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 In higher vocational education of adult education (HBO5), vocational courses are available in the following 
fields of study: bioengineering, health care, commercial sciences and business administration, industrial 
sciences and technology and social work and welfare studies. The courses are at EQF level 5, just below the 
Bachelor’s study programme (EQF level 6). 

 VDAB and SYNTRA Flanders also offer training courses for adults (job seekers and employees). 
 Businesses and sectors are also on the education landscape. They offer training courses to (their own and/or 

other) employees. 
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2. Actors, stakeholders and partnerships in the field of lifelong learning 
 
2.1. Administration: Employment and Social Economy policy area 
 
The Flemish government consists of several (politically neutral) government departments, which have been 
clustered into 11 policy areas or administrations. Within each policy area there is a department and there are 
several agencies: 
 
The policy areas of the Flemish government are: 

 the Chancellery and Public Governance policy area  
 the Finance and Budget policy area  
 the International Flanders policy area  
 the Economy, Science and Innovation policy area  
 the Education and Training policy area  
 the Welfare, Public Health and Family policy area  
 the Culture, Youth, Sport and Media policy area  
 the Employment and Social Economy policy area  
 the Agriculture and Fisheries policy area  
 the Mobility and Public Works policy area  
 the Environment policy area.  
 

The Employment and Social Economy policy area is made up of three entities: 
 one core department: the Department of Employment and Social Economy (with ESF Flanders) 
 two agencies:  

o The Flemish Department of Employment and Vocational Training (VDAB) 
o The Flemish Agency for Entrepreneurial Training (SYNTRA Flanders) 

 
a) Department of Employment and Social Economy and the European Social Fund (ESF) 
The Department of Employment and Social Economy (www.werk.be) is responsible for policy coordination and 
development and for the follow-up, monitoring and enforcement (inspectorate) of the Flemish employment 
policy. In addition, it provides support for and bolsters employment in the private sector, the non-profit sector 
and the social economy in Flanders. It contributes to the promotion of employment through various employment 
schemes, recognitions and grants. Finally, it is responsible for managing the European Social Fund (ESF) in 
Flanders. To achieve its core objectives, the WSE Department calls on a wide number of actors and partners. 
 
The European Social Fund (ESF) spurs on Flemish organisations to strengthen the labour market and to increase 
job opportunities. The fund helps people to retrain for new jobs or coaches them towards finding their first job. 
Businesses get assistance to help them align the work-life balance for employees and the structure of the work 
organisation. Socially vulnerable groups, such as the low-skilled, immigrants or people with a work-limiting 
disability are also involved in these endeavours. In addition, the ESF encourages organisations to adopt an 
innovative and trans-national approach. 
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b) The Flemish Department of Employment Services and Vocational Training (VDAB) 
VDAB stands for Flemish Department of Employment Services and Vocational Training and is an external 
autonomous agency (EAA). As a social remit, its primary concern is to put employers and job seekers in touch. 
The VDAB is committed to provide optimum support for every job seeker in finding a suitable job: from 
registration to the first working day. In an economic sense, the VDAB aims to serve as a reliable partner for all 
things to do with staffing policy. In order to fulfil this remit as efficiently as possible, the VDAB offers a 
comprehensive and effective package of services covering job mediation and career guidance. The VDAB is the 
driving force behind the ‘job shop’, in association with numerous partners. Citizens can visit their local job shops 
for information and personal advice about work and training. Alongside the VDAB, there any number of other 
partners who can be called upon and who operate in the area of the job market. The job shops have PCs available 
for job seekers during opening hours so they can look pup vacancies by themselves, write their own resumes, 
apply for vacancies, etc. 
 
In addition to its remit as an employment mediation agency, the VDAB also offers (through local skills centres) 
occupational training courses for job seekers, employees and the self-employed. To achieve its core objectives, 
the VDAB calls on numerous actors and partners, with the nationwide cross-sector social partners keeping an 
eye on things too through the Board of Directors.  
 
At any given time, the VDAB's website (www.vdab.be) has over 30,000 vacancies and 5,000 training courses on 
offer. The VDAB offers personalised services at the job shops through its website and runs a dedicated freephone 
helpline. 
 
c) The Flemish Agency for Entrepreneurial Training (SYNTRA Flanders) 
The Flemish Agency for Entrepreneurial Training - SYNTRA Flanders (www.syntravlaanderen.be) is an external 
autonomous agency (EAA) of the Flemish government. SYNTRA Flanders is the Flemish Government agency that 
works to deliver and promote high-quality, innovative and labour market-oriented skills development for young 
people and adults aimed at more and better entrepreneurship in Flanders. The Agency acts as a neutral stage 
director of the work component in dual learning and facilitates and supports the different partners and parties 
in this field. The aim is to provide high-quality and sustainable traineeships. To achieve its core objectives, 
SYNTRA Flanders calls on a wide number of actors and partners, with the nationwide cross-sector social partners 
keeping an eye on things too through the Board of Directors. 
 
In addition, there are five training centres (Antwerp and Flemish Brabant, Brussels, Limburg, Mid-Flanders and 
West) with a total of 24 SYNTRA campuses. The SYNTRA network is made up of the five SYNTRA not-for-profit 
organisations (vzw’s) together with SYNTRA Flanders. This network is responsible for developing the skills of 
entrepreneurs and their co-workers in a way that is geared to the needs of the labour market. The network 
develops an innovative, up-to-date and flexible offering aimed at delivering more and better entrepreneurship 
in Flanders, through training pathways devised by the various sectors of trade and industry.  
 
A sector is a group of companies and/or institutions operating in areas with similar economic activities. Each 
sector corresponds to one or more joint sector fund(s). ‘Joint’ means that they are made up of an equal number 
of representatives from employers’ and employees’ organisations. 
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2.2. Joint sector funds 
 
Sector funds are the training centres of the sectors. The overall aim of the sector funds is to help ensure that the 
sectors concerned have properly skilled workers in sufficient numbers. To achieve this aim, the funds provide 
financial assistance to companies that train their employees. Each fund runs campaigns directed towards pupils 
in regular education, employees and job seekers, whilst also providing guidance for the employers. Campaigns 
are also organised to promote diversity and proportional participation in work in sectors under sector covenants 
which sectors conclude with the Flemish government. The campaigns can incorporate a wide number of 
elements: the delivery of free training, sector-specific grants or bonus schemes to help fund the development of 
skills, information and advice (on training, quality assurance, funding opportunities for training, etc.), tendering 
instruments (for the development of training plans, the detection of training needs, etc.) and the development 
and/or use of databases, instructional materials), and so on. The main sources of revenue for sector funds are 
compulsory contributions paid by businesses and workers in the sectors concerned, and government grants. 
 
Through the sector covenants (protocols between the Government of Flanders and sectors, more about this 
below) the sectoral social partners are committed to accomplishing the priorities of the labour market policy. In 
doing so, the sectoral policy acts to reinforce the Flemish labour market policy. 
 
2.3. Spearhead clusters and innovative business networks 
 
The Flemish clusters are cross-sector partnerships between companies, the knowledge community and 
government which together aim to raise the bar. The Flemish government supports a total of 20 clusters, which 
jointly represent a substantial portion of our economy. The Flemish cluster policy is intent on unlocking unused 
economic potential and raising the competitive position of Flemish businesses through active and durable 
cooperation between actors. In doing so, a distinction is made between spearhead clusters and innovative 
business networks. 
 
The focus of the Flemish cluster policy rests with a limited number of large-scale and ambitious spearhead 
clusters. These spearhead clusters develop and implement an ambitious long-term strategies and 
competitiveness programmes for domains that are of strategic importance to Flanders. In addition, Flanders also 
has Innovative business networks (IBN). The purpose of these clusters is to set in motion a dynamic within a 
group of companies. These business networks are expected to implement a concrete action plan through close 
cooperation between the companies concerned.  
 
The clusters act as antennas whereby the information on current and possible future skills needs - which come 
as a result of innovations within the cluster for instance – is picked up and referred to the appropriate 
organisation. In doing so, partnerships are created with sectors and training entities (including Syntra Vlaanderen 
and the VDAB, which can strengthen the clusters further. 
 
2.4. Social partners (trade unions and employers’ representatives) 
 
Flanders is well-known for its system of industrial relations concertation. The industrial relations concertation 
enables employers' and workers' organisations (trade unions) to respond flexibly to cyclical fluctuations and 
achieve economic and social goals. It can take place at different levels (federal or Flemish, nationwide cross-
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sector or sectoral) and can be both bilateral (between employers and employees) as well as tripartite 
(participation of the government).  
 
An important goal of the nationwide cross-sector social partners at Flemish level is, among other things, the 
conclusion of bilateral and tripartite agreements in the fields of labour market, life-long learning and skills. The 
Skills Agenda (2010), Career Agreement (2012), the Employment Pact (2015), the Reform of Training Incentives 
for workers and the Workable Work Action Plan (2017) are just some examples. 
 
Sectors also play an important role in the Flemish labour market policy. When we talk about sectors we are 
referring to the joint sector- and training trusts, which are composed of sectoral representatives of workers and 
employers. They have as their core mission to train employees in their sector and in addition, they take action 
with regard to diversity, job seekers, education and so on, supported by our instrument of the covenants (see 
below). In doing so, the sectoral social partners are committed jointly to giving substance to the priorities of the 
labour market policy and in this way reinforcing the sectoral policies with regard to the Flemish labour market 
policy and the Flemish policy permeates through to the sectors, businesses and employees. 
 
2.5. The advisory bodies 
 
The Strategic Advisory Councils advise the political authorities and the Flemish government at strategic level. 
Flanders has 12 advisory councils. 
 
The SERV (Flanders Social and Economic Council) is the primary consultative body of the Flemish nationwide 
cross-sector employers' and workers' organisations. In addition, the SERV functions as a strategic advisory council 
for matters that are closely linked to the social and economic dialogue, such as employment, social economy, 
economy, energy and general government policy. This means that the SERV organises concertation for these 
matters at its own initiative or when requested, and issues reports and policy advice. As part of its consultative 
remit, the SERV is moreover under obligation to monitor the other policy areas with particular attention to the 
socioeconomic dimension and to organise socioeconomic concertation in this regard. As such, the SERV is also 
seen to operate (including through the opinions it puts forward) in other socioeconomically relevant areas, such 
as the environment, education and town & country planning. As part of its consultative remit, the SERV handles 
the administration for the Flemish Economic Social Consultative Committee (VESOC), the tripartite concertation 
meetings between the Government of Flanders, the trade unions and the employers’ organisations.  
 
The VLOR is the strategic advisory council for the Education and Training policy area. Representatives from the 
entire education landscape and the socio-cultural organisations concert with one another in the VLOR on 
education and training policy. In doing so, the council goes by educational, pedagogical and social criteria. 
Furthermore, the VLOR also acts as a concertation forum, where the various education partners exchange views 
and ideas about the organisation and the future of education. 
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3. Overarching strategies on lifelong learning and skills 
 
3.1. Pursuing an integrated Flemish policy in which skills take centre stage 
 
For years, the Flemish labour market has been facing a number of issues, which continue to persist, in spite of a 
wide array of initiatives, measures and incentives. For example: unqualified outflow, shortage occupations, lower 
employment rates among disadvantaged groups, and so on. At the same time, on the road to 2050 we are also 
seeing a number of movements and developments, which might continue further. We are thinking here of the 
digital and technological (r)evolution, robotisation and automation, the increasing importance of soft skills, and 
so much more. The formal (and informal) documentation and validation of skills is becoming ever more 
important. 
 
We must take all this into account strategically when (further) devising an educational and EVC policy so that 
citizens, businesses, employers and education providers can cope with the aforesaid challenges and 
developments with more versatility and flexibility.  All sectors, domains or branches of business are being, or will 
be confronted with the aforesaid challenges, from the public sector to industry. When pursuing policy, we would 
best take these things into account by allowing informal learning to gain in importance, by persuading citizens 
right from their school days to reflect on who they are, what they can do and what they want to do, by building-
in a career-long focus, by supporting businesses when installing a learning culture and strategic skills policy, etc.  
 
a) The identification and recognition of acquired skills as a facilitating running theme  
Skills constitute the running theme throughout a good and properly thought-out career policy and constitute the 
bedrock for transitional careers in which skills can be exchanged between and deployed in different domains 
(work, care, education, leisure, etc.). In the service industry, skills can match job seekers with vacancies, provide 
an indication of which skills are still lacking, show which training courses could strengthen the skills needed, offer 
new prospects when occupations die out under the impetus of digitisation, technological progress and other 
societal developments. Supporting and achieving this skills transition is a shared responsibility of public 
authorities, citizens and businesses.  
 
b) A single skills language 
To weave skills-thinking as a running theme through our vision, strategy, measures, instruments and services it 
is important that we set out from a common language. A uniform skills language is crucial in order to facilitate 
the exchange of skills, the raw material of careers, and to be able to develop a varied selection of skills-based 
services.  
 
However, uniformity alone is not enough: 

- the standard needs to be ‘alive’ - i.e. adapt quickly to the ever-changing realities of the labour market. 
New emerging skills need to be added, and old skills removed. Jobs whose content changes are to be 
updated based on data analysis. 

- The standard must be validated - in other words, the standard must have a basis of support among the 
users. In this case, we are talking about employers (among other things, represented by sector 
organisations) and employees. 
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We have two instruments for this in Flanders - namely, ‘Competent’ and the ‘Vlaamse Kwalificatiestructuur’ 
[Flemish Qualification Structure]. The occupational skills profiles in Competent are used in Flanders as a basis to 
help job seekers find gainful employment and to deliver numerous support services in this respect (e.g. ‘Mijn 
Loopbaan’ [My Career], skills-based matching, vacancy searches, etc.). This is coordinated by the VDAB. The 
‘Vlaamse Kwalificatiestructuur' (VKS) [Flemish Qualification Structure] is the Flemish translation of the European 
Qualification Structure. For each occupation, the relevant skills are described in an occupational qualification file 
which serves as the basis to design study and training courses. AHOVOKS (Agency for Higher Education, Adult 
Education, Qualifications and Study Grants) coordinates this process and organises their (wage/pay) classification 
and validation. The sectors are involved both in the preparation of the occupational competence profiles 
(‘Competent’) and the preparation of the qualification files (VKS). The needs of the labour market are well 
represented in this way.  
 
Competent 
‘Competent’ is a database of occupations and contains more than 500 occupational skills profiles with 
information about occupations: 

- which activities you need to undertake; 
- what you need to know and be capable of, and what kind of qualifications the labour market requires 

you to have for this; 
- how you can move onto other occupations, with or without additional training; 
- how the work is organised, and 
- which training courses lead to the occupation and which certificates or other documents are required. 

 
‘Competent’ is based on an existing database of occupations (ROMEv3, Répertoire Opérationnel des Métiers et 
des Emplois) of the French employment service ‘Pôle Emploi’. The translated files from the French database have 
been supplemented with additional information about required skills. The files have also been adjusted to the 
Flemish labour market with regard to legislation, education and certificates. Competent is principally used as an 
employment-service instrument and as a basis for the skill-based matching with VDAB, vacancy-finding, My 
Career, etc.  
 
Mijn Loopbaan [My Career]  
A skill-language only acquires added value when backed up by service-provision. My Career is intended as a 
central skill portfolio with which the citizen has control over the management of his/her skills and with that 
his/her career as well. 
My Career can also be used to search for vacancies, to highlight skills, find appropriate skill-strengthening, etc., 
all starting from skills. 
 
The Flemish Qualification Structure  
Following on from the European developments, the Flemish Parliament adopted the decree on the qualification 
structure in 2009. Among other things, the Decree establishes the qualification framework and level descriptors, 
and the types of qualifications.  The qualifications are classified in the Flemish qualification structure into 8 levels, 
from primary education to university. This acts to promote transparency and the interchangeability of 
qualifications in the training landscape and in the labour market. 
In Flanders, there are two types of qualifications:  
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- An occupational qualification determines what you need to know and be able to do in order to get into a 
particular occupation. An occupational qualification is a complete and graded set of skills with which a 
person can exercise an occupation. People can acquire occupational qualifications through education and 
other training providers or by means of a procedure for the recognition of acquired skills (EVC). An 
occupational qualification is established based on an occupational qualification file.   

- An educational qualification shows you what you need to know and be able to do to embark on further 
studies, to function in our society or to exercise a particular occupation. Educational qualifications can only 
be acquired through education. Educational qualifications of level one to five consist of attainment targets, 
specific attainment targets and/or recognised occupational qualifications. The Agency for Higher 
Education, Adult Education, Qualifications and Study Grants (AHOVOKS) elaborates proposals for 
educational qualifications at its own initiative or at the request of any interested party. For educational 
qualifications of level six to eight, the higher education institutions describe the domain-specific learning 
results for every training course. 

 
The Government of Flanders recognises the occupational and educational qualifications. They are subsequently 
published in the Flemish Qualification Database6.  
 
c) Various partners as engines of life-long learning and skills policy 
In order to imbue the Flemish policy increasingly with the concept of lifelong learning and skills, we rely on a 
large number of partners. We go into more detail on this aspect in Chapter 2. For example, sectors are important 
partners as engines of life-long learning and skills policy. This is motivated by the nationwide cross-sector and 
sectoral industrial relations concertation (Collective Labour Agreements - CLA's), but on top of that, Flanders has 
created the instrument of the sector covenants to provide additional agreements with sectoral social partners in 
addition to their core mission of providing for training for their employees. In that way we engage the sectors 
actively in connecting education - labour market, skill development and - policy, diversity and proportionate 
labour participation. Sectors must also conclude partnerships within the framework of the sector covenants in 
order to realise their objectives (e.g., through bilateral cooperation agreements between VDAB and sectors). In 
addition, in Flanders we also engage a lot of other partners, such as VDAB, SYNTRA Flanders (and the SYNTRA), 
the local authorities, etc., that we all try to deploy based on one integrated vision on life-long learning, talents 
and skills. 
 
3.2. European (framework) agreements give an extra push to the Flemish vision and strategy 
 
The Flemish government is very active in the domain of life-long learning and skills, whether or not under the 
impetus of Europe. Through various policy initiatives, the Flemish government is aiming to provide general 
education, optimise the labour market potential, to further develop (existing) skills, to map out previously 
acquired skills, and so on.  
 
We explain some of the initiatives: (I) Plans in which the Flemish government unanimously establish long-term 
ambitions for the future of Flanders (including Flanders in Action, Pact 2020, Vision 2050), (II) Employment 
Agreements between the Government of Flanders and the social partners (including the Skills Agenda, the Jobs 

                                           
6 See website: http://vlaamsekwalificatiestructuur.be/kwalificatiedatabank/ 
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Pact, VESOC Career Agreement), (iii) the Flemish qualification structure, (iv) the VLAMT methodology for skill-
forecasting, and (V) OECD Skills Strategy Framework. 
 
Long-term ambitions of the Flemish government 
 
1/ Flanders in Action (2006)  
Flanders in Action was the vision of the future of the Government of Flanders from 2006 to 2014. Flanders in 
Action focused on 2020 as the horizon; if Flanders wants to be an innovative, durable and warm society in 2020, 
it had to be achieve better results in a great many respects. The Government of Flanders and all the major social 
partners set out the objectives in the Pact 2020. 
 
2/ Pact 2020 (2009) 
The Pact 2020 reflects the joint long-term vision, strategy and actions of the Government of Flanders, the social 
partners and other midfield organisations. In line with the Skills Agenda and the ambition to better facilitate 
lifelong learning, the Flemish government ensures that every worker permanently develops personally and arms 
himself more strongly for participation in the labour market. Every employee has the right to a personal 
development plan and has a duty towards permanent development. This fits to the maximum extent possible 
within the strategic skill policy pursued at the level of each sector and/or company, without losing sight of 
sufficiently broad social behaviours as well as inter-sectoral deployable skills. The recognition of acquired skills 
is an effective and powerful labour market instrument. Such things as certificates of experience with clout and a 
structural and cost-efficient service for the certificates of experience will contribute towards this. Skills 
development is a shared responsibility of all social actors, with rights and duties for all. To create a broad basis 
of support, the engagement and dialogue between the employee, the employer, the government and the trade 
union is needed. 
 
3/ Vision 2050 (2015)   
Continuing to build on Flanders in Action, the Government of Flanders presented a new vision for the future with 
2050 as the horizon. The Government of Flanders wishes to make Flanders a Region by 2050: 

- Which is social, open, resilient and international; 
- Which creates prosperity and welfare in an innovative and sustainable manner; 
- In which everyone matters. 

 
In order to achieve the objectives of Vision 2050, the Government of Flanders is working on seven transitional 
priorities which should help to realise the necessary changes more quickly.  

1. Pursuing the transition to a circular economy. The circular economy sees us making more efficient use 
of raw materials, other materials, energy, water, space and food by taking a smart approach to closing 
cycles. Natural resources are to be reused as much as possible. Cleverly designed products based on 
biodegradable and recyclable raw materials will form the basis of smart material cycles, in order to 
achieve less waste and lower consumption of raw materials. 

2. Smart homes and living. Pleasant living is possible by bundling together 80 % of people’s daily needs 
within walking or biking distance. The proximity and interweaving of functions maximizes comfort and 
ease of use. Newly adapted forms of housing and infrastructure must respond to new needs; optimal 
use of ICT must make buildings, neighbourhoods and cities smart and sustainable. 
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3. Making the leap to industry 4.0 We need to strive to be the leader in new technologies and concepts 
within Industry 4.0, such as 3D printing, artificial Intelligence, nano technology, robotics and other 
innovations. In doing so we can strengthen our competitive position and maintain our prosperity in a 
world that is changing at breakneck speed. 

4. Life-long learning and the dynamic life career. Talent and knowledge are the driving forces of progress 
and innovation. No talent must therefore remain unused in our society. In this regard, Flanders must 
stimulate the development of skills and talent to enable it to respond to the demand for new skills in a 
changing economy and society, so that everyone can find their place and develop their potential to the 
full. 

5. Attending to care and welfare 4.0 Flanders must be able to give young people every opportunity, the 
best possible start and support, but on the other hand it must also be able to offer its ageing population 
sufficient quality of life through innovation. Investing in a new health care model where the 
patient/client is the focus of attention and the range of care on offer meets the needs of society: that is 
what Vision 2050 is aiming at. 

6. Working on a safe and smooth-paced mobility system. Flanders is working on a smoother, safer and 
more environmentally-friendly transport system. A break in the trend is required for this, and there is a 
need for innovation in the logistical system. Technological innovations in mobility and logistics must 
proceed as quickly as possible, so as to increase accessibility in Flanders and reduce the ecological impact 
of it. 

7. Ensure an energy transition. Flanders is working on the transition to a low-carbon, sustainable, reliable 
and affordable energy system. This system is renewable as far as possible and provides for a realistic 
energy mix. In this regard we are aiming for maximum energy efficiency in all sectors. 

 
These transitions are structural changes with a major impact on society. They are the result of developments 
that reinforce each other on economic, cultural, ethical, technological, ecological, social and institutional levels. 
The Government of Flanders aims over the coming years to work with all kinds of actors in society: industries, 
knowledge institutions, social-cultural organisations, environmental associations and individual citizens all have 
their role to play. 
 
Employment Agreements between the Flemish government and social partners 
 
1/ The Vilvoorde Pact (2001) 
The Vilvoorde Pact was the result of a process in which the Government of Flanders and the Flemish social 
partners worked closely together. The Vilvoorde Pact consists of 21 objectives for the 21st century. These 
objectives concern all aspects of social life and express the broadly-based targets in the medium term. The 
objectives are also set out in the conclusions of the EU summit in Lisbon (March 2000) in which it was decided 
to put the European Union on the way to becoming "the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based 
economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social 
cohesion". In 2005, the objectives were updated. 
 
2/ Skills Agenda (2007) 
On 15 May 2007, the Government of Flanders and the SERV partners signed the 2010 Skills Agenda. The Skills 
Agenda contained 10 priorities the themes being, among other things, informed educational- and occupational 
choices, more and better workplace learning, entrepreneurial education, strengthening of recognition of 
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acquired skills and the strengthening of the sectoral working on skills. One of the priorities focused explicitly on 
the promotion of skills policy in all its facets, in businesses and organisations. Amongst other things, experimental 
fields - ‘Skills Policy Learning Networks' - had to be launched and 101 new examples of skills development and 
policy were to be collected and disseminated by the social partners. Examples that came about through modern 
industrial relations concertation and can inspire other businesses.  
 
The Skills Agenda has ensured that for the first time the focus of attention was turned to skills as the backbone 
throughout the Flemish employment, education and training policy. The conclusion of the Skills Agenda created 
a common framework between the policy areas of Work and Social Economy and Education and Training in which 
work could be done and strengthened the cooperation between the two policy areas. Finally, the Skills Agenda 
also appeared to offer a broad policy framework for sectors in which commitments could be included in the 
sectoral covenants. Sectors were therefore one of the actors that implemented the commitments from this 
framework. 
 
3/ Employment Plan and main thrust of the Investment Plan (2009)  
At the behest of the Minister-President of the Government of Flanders, the SERV investigated the impact of the 
financial and economic crisis in Flanders and Belgium. This employment plan and the main thrust of the 
investment plan are to be found in the 2009-2014 coalition agreement, which is based among other things on 
the Pact 2020 and Flanders in Action. This employment plan and the main thrust of the investment plan add a 
number of building blocks to strengthen the realisation of the plotted growth paths, among other things, a 
number of measures for workers: 

- The Flemish bridging allowance - the crisis measure that allows employees to temporarily make use of 
working time reductions - is being extended and improved.  

- Anyone who is in the system of temporary unemployment can undergo training free of charge. The range 
of training programmes is being improved. 

- Anyone who takes part-time time-credit to pursue training, can obtain an extra allowance for it in the 
form of the training credit.  

- We will be looking to see how vulnerable groups can make more and better use of the training cheques. 
 
4/ Bruges Communiqué (2011) 
The Europe2020 strategy includes two core objectives: to reduce the share of early school leavers to less than 
10% by 2020 and the share of 30 to 34-year-olds with a degree in higher education or equivalent to at least 40%. 
On the one hand, this will contribute to employment and economic growth and, on the other hand, it will meet 
broader social needs, the promotion of social cohesion in particular.   
 
The Bruges Communiqué includes a number of objectives and actions to improve the quality of vocational 
training and education through a better through-flow to and better preparation for the labour market. In order 
to realize this, an action plan was prepared for the following four years (2011-2014) that encourages the Member 
States to take measures at national level.  The Bruges Communiqué on closer European cooperation in vocational 
education and training for the period 2011-2020, provides Flanders, together with the Flemish Reform 
Programme, with a framework with strategic and operational objectives from which indicators can be 
formulated, entirely in the field of vocational education and training.  
 
5/ VESOC - Career Agreement (2012) 
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The Flemish social partners and the Government of Flanders jointly agreed on a Career Agreement. With this 
agreement the Government of Flanders, together with the social partners, took a major step toward more 
customization on the labour market. Two vulnerable target groups - the young and the over 50s with inadequate 
qualifications - are given particular attention in the agreement. For both groups, there will be actions that should 
give them more opportunities on the labour market.  
 
6/ Jobs Pact (2015)  
The Flemish social partners reached an agreement in the Employment Pact on (1) the National social security 
discounts for three target groups, (2) the qualitative component concerning work experience and (3) training 
incentives and dual learning and working. The renewed Flemish target group policy focuses on young people, 
those aged fifty-five and older and the occupationally disabled. Furthermore, work experience in conjunction 
with recruitment support through NSSO discounts for employers can set on their way to a regular job. 
 
7/ ‘Golden Spurs Agreement’, agreement on education and training (2017) 
On 11 July 2017, the Government of Flanders concluded with the social partners the 'Golden Spurs Agreement' 
with the social partners on the reform and modernisation of the Flemish training instruments for employees. 
This VESOC agreement focuses on labour market-oriented training courses and prioritises the support of 
transitions and the strengthening of the position of the workers in the labour market.  
 
Flemish Qualification Structure (VKS)  
The Flemish translation of the European Qualification Structure manifests itself in the Flemish Qualification 
Structure. In the Flemish qualification structure, the qualifications are graded on eight levels, from primary school 
to university. This may act to promote transparency and interchangeability of qualifications in the education 
landscape and on the labour market (see also p. 13-14). 
 
VLAMT-method for skill prognoses 
For a long time, Flanders had no powerful tool that could be used for all sectors to identify and respond to 
changing skills needs. However, a holistic approach has been devised in Flanders for prospective research into 
the needs of the labour market and the need for skills, so as to provide a coordinated and structured collection 
of information. This was done through the transnational ‘Flemish Labour Market Research for the Future’ 
(VLAMT) project. VLAMT is a European Social Fund project, designed with the input from a broad-based 
partnership (SERV, Syntra VL, Department of Education and Training and Department of Work and Social 
Economy). 
 
This approach consists of a combination of ongoing data collection and analysis of occupations and skills on the 
one hand, and the ad hoc implementation of focus studies on future skill requirements on the other. The process 
is written down in a manual. The proposed manual and method offers a step-by-step procedure: 

- The mapping of trends and challenges in the sector in Flanders, Europe and the world economy with the 
aid of desk research and/or an exploratory workshop; 

- The detection of future skills needs with the aid of visits to individual companies; 
- A comparison of the future skills needs with the current training available; 
- The preparation of an action plan based on the findings in the research process. 
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OECD Skills Strategy Framework  
Flanders started to develop a Flemish skills strategy in 2017. This approach aims to provide Flanders with a 
strategic approach to achieving a learning economy in which talent is used and deployed to best advantage. The 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) supports this process under the "OECD skills 
strategy framework" which was previously (successfully) applied in nine countries, including The Netherlands, 
Norway and Austria. The framework provides ways to develop, activate and effectively use skills and helps 
countries on the way toward a strategic approach. 
 
The OECD will contribute data, research and practical experience in the coming year to better identify the 
opportunities and challenges for Flanders. There is vigorous ongoing dialogue with a variety of partners in the 
world of Work, Economy, Innovation, Education and Training, and beyond. The project should result in a 
diagnostic report at the beginning of 2019, a broad-based analysis of the Flemish skills policy, and 
recommendations on how this can be further strengthened in the future.  
 
The skills strategy fits within the current long-term plans of the Government of Flanders regarding skills (Vision 
2050, European Skills Agenda, etc.), but takes things a step further. From the Flemish skills strategy we expect 
sharp and concrete, useful recommendations regarding skills in five thematic fields: (I) developing a culture of 
learning, (ii) making better use of skills on the shop floor, (iii) connecting skills and (future) jobs to each other 
better, (iv) appropriate structures and partnerships for a future-oriented skills policy, and (v) the funding of 
education and training. 
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4. Measures in support of the access of adults, incl. employed to lifelong learning 
 
4.1. Competence assessment and anticipation measures 
 
a) ESF appeal: VLAMT in sectors 
In 2013, the Flemish sectors were given the opportunity via an ESF appeal to carry out a skills prognosis using 
the methodology developed with VLAMT. In ten of the eleven sectors that undertook a VLAMT study in this 
connection, the results of this study are part of the vision in their current sector covenant. It is clear that this 
produced a good picture of the trends and challenges in the sector and their impact on future skills.  
 
The results of the surveys also come up for discussion in the actions. The results are used in the context of: 

- Finding out about the future profiles in the sector; 
- Adapting the range of training programmes; 
- The creation/updating of occupational qualification (VKS) files;  
- Tools in the context of detecting training needs for businesses and industries. 

 
b) ESF appeal: Strategic competence [skills] projections for recognized organisations (SCOPE) 
Clusters can also be an important antenna for changes in skills, now and in the future. After all, the Flemish 
cluster policy aims to unlock unused economic potential and increase the competitiveness of Flemish companies 
through active and sustainable cooperation between actors. 
 
The focus of the Flemish cluster policy is on a limited number of large-scale and ambitious spearhead clusters. In 
the Cluster pacts with the spearhead clusters, it has been agreed that the clusters will build up an antenna 
function whereby the info about skills needs of today and, where possible, tomorrow too, feeds through to the 
relevant actors. A skills projection can give highly specific direction to this antenna function. 
 
In the ESF appeal SCOPE, the manual which was developed for skills projections in the context of the aforesaid 
VLAMT project is applied to spearhead clusters. In the appeal, clusters must enter project proposals for the 
implementation of a strategic projection on future skills requirements. The selection of a representative steering 
group is important for the credibility of the project. The steering group will consist of organisations/businesses 
which, on the one hand, have a bird’s eye perspective of the developments in their cluster (leading businesses, 
knowledge institutions, etc.) and, on the other hand, of partners that are able to meet the skills requirements 
that exist (universities/colleges, sector training trusts, VDAB, SYNTRA Flanders, etc.). In addition, all the social 
partners and policy actors must be involved, so that there is an optimal flow of information to this level, and 
there is maximum credibility of the skill projection. 
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4.2. Existing measures and good practices for developing skills and competences 
 
a) Measures for companies   
Sector covenants 
The sector covenants are protocols for cooperation between the various industrial sectors (sectoral social 
partners) and the Government of Flanders on current themes, such as: 

 Better cohesion between education and the labour market; 
 Stimulating the development of skills, and 
 Increasing diversity on the labour market. 

The covenants are a powerful instrument for the achievement of a sectoral policy that has a reinforcing effect 
with regard to employment policy. Through the sector covenants, the sectors help to give substance to the 
priorities of the labour market policy and they try to get more people into sustainable jobs and recognise, develop 
and use every talent. 
 
To date, covenants have been concluded with over 30 sectors. So, sectors are to a large extent already giving 
consideration to the offer to conclude covenants. The execution of the tasks in the covenants is in the hands of 
industry consultants, employed with joint sector organisations. The industry consultants are subsidised by the 
Flemish government (€49,000 per FTE). 
 
SME Portfolio 
The SME portfolio is a measure with which an entrepreneur receives financial aid for the purchase of services 
that improve the quality of his company. Specifically, they are training courses (mainly intended to improve the 
functioning of your company) and advisory services such as, for example, the drafting of a communication plan 
for a company. An important condition for this financial support is that the services have to be purchased from 
authorized service providers. 
 
The aid is dependent on the size of the company: 

- A small company that invests in training and advice can enjoy 40% support through the SME portfolio. 
The company will receive support up to a maximum of € 10,000 per year. 

- A medium-sized company that invests in training and advice, can enjoy 30% support through the SME 
portfolio. The firm will receive a maximum of € 15,000 per year. 

 
Strategic Transformation support 
In Strategic Transformation support, investment and training projects are supported which contribute to a large 
extent to the strengthening of the economic fabric in Flanders. More specifically: 

- Investments in strategic clusters and lead plants in Flanders; 
- Investments in the international growth of innovation-oriented SMEs in Flanders; 
- Transformative investments, which realise the sustainable anchoring of major employment in 

Flanders. 
 

Both SMEs and large companies are eligible. SMEs are eligible for the entire Flemish region for both investment 
and training aid. Large companies in the entire Flemish region are eligible for training aid. Large companies are 
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eligible for investment aid if the investments are made in a regional aid zone. In this regard, it must be an initial 
investment for the benefit of new business. 
 
Depending on the particulars of the project, there are certain entry thresholds. This entry thresholds depend on 
the type of support (training or investment aid), the size of the company and on the fact of whether the aid 
request is being submitted by cooperating companies. The aid varies from €1-7 million for investments and from 
€100,000 - 700,000 for training. 
 
The aid is split into basic aid for the transformation project and bonus aid for the creation of additional 
employment. The basic aid amounts to 8% for investments and 20% for training. The bonus aid is limited to a 
maximum of 25% of the basic aid, which is a maximum of 2% extra aid for investments and a maximum of 5% 
extra aid for training. 
 
Focus on talent 
The necessary transition to a talent and skills approach requires a powerful combination, aimed at increasing the 
overall efficacy rate. This is why the Flemish government is working towards the proportional participation of 
everyone and especially for those who are under-represented in the labour market. This talent-oriented 
approach is based on three principles: 

(1) the activation of all talents through the activation policy of the VDAB (Flemish Public Employment 
Service) and its partners; 
(2) Investing in talents from a professionalisation of the HR and diversity policy, supported by the 
simplified SME Portfolio and the SME Growth subsidy for small and medium-sized companies and by an 
alternative instrument for the sector of the local authorities and social profit; 
(3) breaking down prejudices and making the talents and skills visible through the launch of a mobilising 
strategy. 
 

In the context of this approach, ESF Flanders launched the appeal 'Focus on Talent'. This appeal has the objective 
of accelerating a shift toward talent, piercing prejudices and addressing structural barriers that throw up possible 
obstacles in the labour market to finding and keeping a job. These actions should benefit people who are at a 
greater distance from the labour market (such as those aged 55 and older, members of ethnic minorities, people 
with a work-limiting disability, etc.). It is important that the proposed actions constitute a coherent whole and 
are complementary to the all the existing activating and skill-strengthening measures within the government and 
the market. 
 
b) Measures for school pupils, students and employees 
Study and career choice 
During their career as a student, every pupil or student will be faced with questions about his study choice at 
some time or other. Parents too sometimes have questions about their son or daughter's choice of studies. They 
can first and foremost take their questions to the school itself for answers to all their queries in connection with 
their children’s educational choices. But it is not only the schools that are happy to advise on children’s choice 
of studies. Pupils and parents can also ask for advice from a Centre for Pupil Guidance and Counselling (CLB).  
 
The CLB is on hand to advise pupils and parents alike at pivotal moments during a pupil’s school career, e.g. when 
moving up from primary to secondary school. For some decisions as part of a school career, contact with the CLB 
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is even obligatory - for example, if the child switches from regular to special needs education. All the more so as, 
in order to gain access to for special needs education, an enrolment report is required, which is issued by the 
CLB. 
  
Learning shop 
A learning shop is intended for adults seeking information and/or guidance in choosing a study. A learning shop 
offers information not only about training but also the possibility of individual guidance or counselling in groups 
for determining the choice of studies, and addressing possible obstacles (financial, mobility, language, etc.). 
 
A student grant or study allowance 
The cost of studying can be high. In order to give everyone a chance to obtain an education, the Flemish 
government, in certain instances, will provide a school or study grant. The school grant is there for pupils in pre-
school, primary and secondary education. The student grant for Higher Education To obtain a grant, the pupil or 
student must meet certain conditions. These conditions have to do with nationality, income, family situation and 
the school. 
 
Dual learning 
With dual learning, a pupil acquires skills in a school, part-time education centre or Syntra-schoolroom and on 
the shop floor. The number of days per week the pupil spends learning in the workplace depends on the chosen 
course of study.  
 
There have been dual trial training programmes (schooling in the workplace) since 1 September 2016. At the 
moment, some 50 training programmes are already be rolled out (7 in school year 16-17, 14 additional ones in 
school year 17-18 and 28 additional ones are scheduled for school year 18-19. On 22 February 2018, the decree 
on dual learning and the introductory phase was adopted by the Government of Flanders. This decree makes 
dual learning possible in schools for full-time ordinary secondary education, centres for part-time vocational 
secondary education and centres for the training of the self-employed and small and medium-sized companies 
(Syntra vzw). From 1 September 2019 forward, a lot more dual learning programmes will be offered. 
 
Training Cheques 
The Flemish government issues training cheques to subsidise the costs of training undertaken by an employee in 
the context of career guidance and ordinary training courses pursued by an employee with a recognised training 
provider. It has to be a training course which is not geared towards only or mainly the employee's present or 
future position, but which improves his greater versatility on the labour market. An employee can claim a 
maximum of €250 in training cheques per calendar year. For each training course paid for with training cheques, 
the Flemish government contributes half per cheque. For an employee without a qualification of higher 
education, the Flemish government contributes an additional €250.  
 
In 2015, the measure was made more restrictive for employees with a degree in higher education. From now on, 
this type of employees will qualify for training cheques only if they have taken career guidance and are taking a 
career-oriented training programme in this context. The training programme is to be included in the personal 
development plan (PDP) that is prepared during the career guidance pathway. 
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Paid educational leave  
Private-sector employees have the right to pursue recognized training programmes and to be absent from work 
while retaining their pay within the framework of the system of 'paid educational leave'. A full-time employee 
may take educational leave for the hours of lessons actually attended, but with a maximum per year, depending 
on which training course they pursue (maximum 80 hrs-100 hrs/120 hrs/180 hrs).  
 
The employee must attend a recognized training course that will give entitlement to paid educational leave. It is 
not necessary that the training be related to his present work. The courses must also meet a number of formal 
requirements - for example, the training course must be at least 32 hours long (excluding mentor training). The 
employer may get a refund for his pay with a lump sum payment. At the moment, the amount of the lump sum 
is €21.30 per approved hour of paid educational leave. 
 
Paid educational leave is an employee right. Employers are not allowed to refuse, but arrangements may be 
made about taking the leave in joint consultation between the employer and the employee. 
 
Incentive allowances for the purpose of training (private sector and social profit) and care credit for the purpose 
of training (public sector)  
An employee from the private sector may apply to the Federal Government for a time credit. The employee will 
receive a job-interruption benefit for the entire duration of the time credit from the RVA (National Employment 
Office). Under certain conditions, the benefit may be supplemented with an extra incentive allowance from the 
Flemish government. The arrangement differs according to the sector where you employed (private or social 
profit sector). 
 
The Flemish government has different types of incentive allowances, of which the incentive allowance for 
training is just one of them. An employee is entitled to this allowance if he or she takes part-time or full-time 
credit is to pursue a training course. The training course must meet certain requirements - for example, the 
training must include, as a minimum, 120 contact hours or 9 study points. In addition, it must be a training course 
that is organised, grant-maintained or recognized by the Flemish government. In this respect, the training courses 
could also be those within the framework of the SME portfolio and sectoral training programmes. Remote 
learning is also possible, so long as the number of study points or contact hours is sufficient. During his/her entire 
professional career, an employee may obtain an incentive allowance training credit for a maximum period of two 
years. 
 
Employees in the Flemish public sector may also interrupt their careers for a certain period of time to pursue a 
training course. In that case, we refer to the Flemish Care credit for the purpose of training. The conditions for 
the type of training are the same as for the incentive allowance training credit. The maximum duration here, 
regardless of the purpose, is 18 months full-time or 36 months part-time or 90 months reduction by one-fifth. 
 
Career guidance 
Employees seeking more fulfilment in their job, who are considering a new career step or who have a (specific) 
career question, can obtain career guidance. With career guidance, the employee is given support and assistance 
in a way that is tailored to his or her needs and situation in making career choices and decisions.  
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Every six years, employees are entitled to eight hours of career guidance. The employee uses career cheques to 
pay for just a small part of his/her career guidance, on condition that the counselling is given at an approved 
centre. A career cheque costs an employee €40 and gives entitlement to four hours of career guidance. The 
Flemish government covers the rest of the costs. 
 
c) Measures for job seekers 
Educational qualification pathways (OKOT) and occupational qualification pathways (BKOT) for job seekers 
With OKOT and BKOT pathways with a VDAB training contract, the VDAB provides job seekers with the 
opportunity to pursue an educational or vocational training programme for certain shortage occupations with a 
VDAB training contract, with a view to sustainable employment. An OKOT or BKOT can be pursued entirely at an 
educational institution or it can be 'mixed'. In the second case, an educational institution and possibly an 
additional partner (for example, the SYNTRA) each give VDAB part of the training. The training is completely free 
of charge if you are registered as a job seeker. 
 
Various measures in the context of workplace learning  
Workplace learning is aimed at acquiring and applying both general and working and occupational skills, in a 
working situation that is a learning environment. Flanders runs various notable schemes whereby people are 
trained on the shop floor: there is workplace learning (1) as part of a study programme (for example IBO, meaning 
individual occupational training, or a training placement), (2) to gain recent work experience (for example, work 
experience traineeship), or (3) to guide someone in the options open to them (for example, vocational immersion 
agreement or activation traineeship).  
 
From July 2018 forward, a number of adjustments to various forms of workplace learning will come into force.  
 
1/ Individual occupational training (IBO) 
Individual occupational training (IBO) is a training measure which makes it more attractive for employers to 
recruit job seekers. A job seeker who does not have the required skills can get a job with an employer under an 
IBO contract. This means that the job seeker undergoes training for one to six months on the shop floor and thus 
gains useful work experience. Individual occupational training is thus attractive for both the job seeker and the 
employer: 

- During training, the employer does not need to pay wages or social security contributions; 
- The employer pays only: 

o A productivity premium: the amount that employers pay on top of the unemployment benefit, 
by which the IBO trainee obtains a full-fledged beginner’s wage right from the beginning; 

o The travel expenses; 
o Industrial accident insurance; 

- The job seeker receives an income close to a normal wage (i.e. unemployment benefit and the 
employer's productivity premium); 

- After training, the job seeker is given a contract of employment. 
 
There are four variants of the classic IBO: 

1. IBO-interim: an IBO initiated by an approved temporary employment agency, only for risk groups after 
they have done an agency job; 

2. IBOT: an IBO with language support for speakers of other languages; 
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3. GIBO: a specialized IBO initiated by an approved Specialised Training & Coaching firm (GOB) for persons 
with a work-limiting disability; 

4. C-IBO: a specific IBO for long-term job seekers with additional financial benefits and more flexible 
duration. 

 
In 2018, the IBO interim will disappear and the C-IBO and the CIBO will be replaced by the K-IBO (K = Vulnerable). 
 
2/ Training placement 
The employer offers a traineeship to a job seeker enrolled for a training course with the VDAB or an education 
partner so he can gain experience in an actual workplace environment.  The employer does not have to pay 
wages for the trainee, who retains job seeker status. In addition, the VDAB pays his travel expenses and insures 
him against accidents at work. 
 
3/ Career entry placement 
A career entry placement is a paid three-month traineeship for young people who: 

- are under the age of 25; 
- do not have a secondary education qualification, and 
- have already registered as a job seeker 6 months previously but are not entitled to unemployment 

benefits yet [a period referred to NL as ‘beroepsinschakelingstijd’]. 
The employer pays the trainee an apprenticeship fee of €200 per month (for a full-time traineeship). The 
employer need not pay social security contributions on top of this. In its turn, the RVA gives the young person an 
apprenticeship allowance of €26.82 for every day worked. The career entry placement will disappear in 2018. 
 
4/ Work experience traineeship 
The work experience traineeship is intended to:  

1. Strengthen generic skills (also called ‘soft skills’ or ‘work attitudes’)  
2. And/or build up relevant work experience,  

So that the job seeker can work in the normal economic circuit (NEC).  
 
Generic skills differ from technical skills in the sense that they are expected of any employee, regardless of the 
position that someone will occupy and regardless of the employer (workplace) for whom (where) the job seeker 
will eventually work. During the work experience traineeship there is no focus on orientation or on polishing up 
technical skills - there are other workplace learning instruments for this. 
 
5/ Short training with traineeship on the shop floor. 
The purpose of a short training course is to fill vacancies. The employer offers a job seeker a short training 
programme through a training contract. The training programme lasts a maximum of five full-time or ten half-
days. The short training is free of charge for the job seekers and during the training the job seeker retains his 
unemployment benefit. The employer does not have to pay wages or allowances during the training.  
 
6/ Vocational immersion contract 
The employer can offer a job seeker a paid traineeship under a vocational immersion contract (BIO). The BIO 
provides a legal framework to allow a candidate to pursue a traineeship on a voluntary basis. A BIO is not a 
contract of employment, but a training contract in which skills and abilities can be learned on the shop floor. 
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During the BIO, the employer does not pay wages or NSSO contributions, just a traineeship fee for each day 
worked. The traineeship fee is subject to withholding tax. After the BIO, the employer may recruit the intern, but 
that is not an obligation. 
 
In 2018, the BIO will change its name and become a vocational immersion traineeship (BIS). A maximum duration 
of 6 months will also be introduced with this change of name. 
 
7/ Activation traineeship 
The activation traineeship is possible for job seekers who have a medical, mental, psychiatric or social problem 
that would prevent them from entering the labour market. The VDAB assesses whether this is the case and 
decides whether the job seeker is eligible to pursue an activation traineeship. The VDAB determines the duration 
of the traineeship and the number of hours that will be worked on the shop floor. The maximum duration of the 
traineeship is set at 6 months. This period cannot be extended. The number of hours to be worked on the shop 
floor will be gradually increased according to the abilities of the trainee. The employer is not liable to pay any 
remuneration; the VDAB will provide a lump-sum fee and insure the job seeker against accidents at work. 
 
Temporary work experience  
The temporary work experience pathway is a skill-strengthening process (through a collaboration between the 
VDAB and the OCMWs) which is geared to acquiring work experience within a real labour market environment. 
The aim of the temporary work experience pathway is to get job seekers who are a long way from the regular 
labour market to acquire skills in a real labour market environment and this with a view to shortening that 
distance to the regular labour market. The ultimate goal is the through-flow to the normal economic circuit. 
 
The instruments that will be used during the process are specified between the process counsellor and the job 
seeker in the training plan, which is prepared before the start of the process. The process counsellor will specify 
the duration of the process based on the needs and skills, with a maximum duration of 24 months. The work 
experience contract can be extended if necessary, but the cumulative duration may not exceed 24 months. 
 
Neighbourhood working 
The neighbourhood working measure is intended for job seekers who are far from the labour market, who lack 
(recent) work experience and do not have the right attitudes to work. This prevents such job seekers from getting 
a job immediately in the normal economic circuit. Neighbourhood working focuses on acquiring work experience 
as a method of facilitating the transition from unemployment to work in the normal economic circuit.  
 
There is a clear distinction between neighbourhood working and the measures and target group within social 
economy: there is no question of a (permanent) employment restriction or (permanent) need for an adapted 
work environment and ongoing support and guidance on the work floor. 
 
Other training programmes and pathways with VDAB 
The Work Immersion for Young People (WIJ!) is a project whereby young job seekers are actively and intensively 
guided towards employment for at least one year. This project is organised by ESF (European Social Fund) and 
the VDAB, and is intended for young people without a qualification. Young people are prepared for the labour 
market through individual coaching, training, project working and traineeships. The young person can also be 
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supported in his choice to study again. When the young person gets a job, the employment will last for at least 
6 months. 
 
The ‘Dutch on the shop floor’ training programme is a VDAB Dutch language course tailored to the company and 
geared to foreign-language speakers, as well as Dutch-speaking employees. Language assistance is provided for 
non-Dutch-speakers, customised to communication on the shop floor (understanding working instructions and 
safety precautions, reading and writing e-mails, etc.). A workshop is provided for Dutch-speaking employees, 
focussing on efficient communication and clear language on the shop floor. This training programme ensures 
that all colleagues can communicate more smoothly, that they can function more independently and integrate 
better within the organisation. 
 
The language coaching project is intended for workers whose mother tongue is not Dutch and who do not have 
sufficient mastery of it. The language coaching is based on real situations on the work floor. So it is not a question 
of lessons in Dutch, but of immediately applicable communicative skills. The coach also involves the team in the 
coaching process: colleagues are given tips on how to support their fellow workers in learning Dutch. In addition, 
the coach helps the organisation to devise a language policy within the company. In all cases, the language 
coaching is provided in combination with the job coaching. Job coaching is the guidance of new employees on 
the work floor and of their employer by an outside coach. Achieving sustainable employment and increasing the 
quality of the work are two of the main objectives pursued by job coaches. 
 
Finally, employees and job seekers can take training courses at the training centres of the VDAB and SYNTRA 
vzw. A skill can be learned at a training centre, a refresher course taken or a person can fulfil him or herself in his 
or her current profession. These are always to practice-oriented training courses that can vary in length, for 
which a certificate or attestation can be obtained for some courses. 
 
4.3. Implemented measures in the field of validation of competences 
 
EVC is an umbrella term that encompasses a wide spectrum of EVC-activities ranging from the identification to 
the recognition of skills. Identification, documentation, evaluation and certification are the four logical 
consecutive steps in an EVC programme, but all four are not necessarily gone through by every individual or in 
every process. 
 
In Flanders, the general principle is that any employee and job seeker can, at their own initiative, ask the (ex-
)employer to validate a number of skills, independently of a specific measure such as a traineeship or training. In 
the various measures and instruments (see part 2) the Flemish government tries to make every effort to display 
the acquired skills and formal validation (where this has civil added value - e.g. in relation to employment or 
climbing further learning ladders). By creating strong links with existing services, measures and projects the 
Flemish government tries to encourage citizens as well as employers further to do this effectively and learn to 
reflect them in skills. 
 
In addition to the measures and instruments discussed in Part 2, the Flemish government also makes every effort 
to make visible and validate skills through other methods. 
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a) My Career 
A skill-language only acquires added value when backed up by service-provision. My Career is intended as a 
central skill portfolio with which the citizen has control over the management of his/her skills and with that 
his/her career as well. My Career can also be used to search for vacancies, to highlight skills, find appropriate 
skill-strengthening, etc., all starting from skills. An employer can also turn to My Career - for example, to find the 
right employee with the aid of the CVs in the database, to place and manage a job offer, to subscribe to a training 
programme, and so on. 
 
My Career is managed by VDAB, but there are also plenty of other actors and partners with whom VDAB works 
that can also use it.  
 
b) Experience certificate 
In our current way of dealing with displaying and validating skills, the experience certificates are the most 
comprehensive instrument in Flanders. The experience certificate is an official and generally recognised 
document of the Flemish government. It makes experience tangible and is a formal proof of professional 
competence. With a certificate of experience an employee or job seeker can prove that he or she has the 
necessary skills to do a particular job, even if he/she did not formally study for that job and was not awarded a 
qualification or attestation. People can learn an occupation in different ways: at school or on the job. Certain 
skills that are essential for a given occupation can also be acquired by taking training or working in that field in 
one's spare time. People gain experience on the job, and become good at what they do. For employers, the 
benefit is that people obtain guarantees through certificates of experience that the skills can be checked properly 
to see whether they were actually acquired or not. 
 
A certificate of experience can be obtained for different occupations. A citizen can demonstrate that a skill has 
really been acquired, at interview and through practical tests. At the moment there is a certificate of experience 
for 26 occupations in Flanders - including industrial painter, bus-driver and seamstress.  
 
To date, the certificates of experience were funded by ESF resources. This is about to change. Flanders has chosen 
to designate the VDAB as an EVC spearhead sponsor and to structurally fund occupational qualification 
assessments (link with VKS) from 2019 forward.  
 
c) New initiatives for businesses  
Businesses are being directly encouraged by VDAB to (re-)recognise the skills acquired by their (former) 
employees. To this end, VDAB has a number of initiatives in the pipeline.  
 
Skills visa  
Through the skills visa, all Belgian employment services are looking to offer businesses a new service (which 
ultimately also benefits the employees concerned). At times of transition in businesses, it is important not only 
to give employees a redundancy letter, but also a CV - in this case, a skills visa. The skills visa is currently being 
tested as part of the ING case. The skills visa is a list of skills that are given a score by the employer and, in the 
case of ING, by Febelfin (i.e., organisation for financial training programmes).  
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System of job profiles for SMEs  
The VDAB is also looking to devise a system of job profiles intended for SMEs, enabling the latter to map out 
skills profiles themselves, and to build a skills policy on the basis thereof. The VDAB will also review which existing 
tools there are already in this regard.  
 
d) EVC in the future 
The Work and Social Economy policy area is working hard on a new EVC strategy. In the future, there will be 
greater efforts made on EVC through the roll-out of the following principles:  
 
 A EVC-approach for everyone: job seekers, employees, civil servants, and the self-employed. 
 The EVC-initiatives will be linked as far as possible extent to the Flemish qualification structure. 
 The four phases of EVC (identification, documentation, assessment and certification) will be seen and 

brought out as a coherent whole. 
 We aim to ensure that everyone who comes into contact with entities of Work or work partners, will be 

stimulated to display his skills. 
 The already existing open services (for example, My Career) will be (further) strengthened and developed 

based on the shared skills language. 

The attention to soft skills and the 21st century skills (see also attainment targets of secondary education, p.  22) 
will be strengthened in the delivery of services. 
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Appendix 1: List of definitions  
 

* Population = The population on 1 January should be based on concept of usual resident population, i.e. the 
number of inhabitants of a given area on 1 January of the year in question. The population figures can be based 
on data from the most recent census adjusted by the components of population change produced since the last 
census, or based on population registers. Usually resident population means all persons having usual residence 
in a country at the reference time. 
 
* Employment rate = Employed persons are all persons aged 15 to 64 who, during the reference week, worked 
at least one hour for pay, profit or family gain, or were not at work but had a job or business from which they 
were temporarily absent. The employment rate represents employed persons as a percentage of the population. 
 
* Unemployment rate = Unemployed persons comprise persons aged 15-64 who were (all three conditions must 
be fulfilled simultaneously): (1) without work during the reference week; (2) available for work at the time (i.e. 
were available for paid employment or self-employment before the end of the two weeks following the reference 
week); (3) actively seeking work (i.e. had taken specific steps in the four-week period ending with the reference 
week to seek paid employment or self-employment), or who found a job to start within a period of at most three 
months. The unemployment rate shows unemployed persons as a percentage of the economically active 
population (which comprises employed and unemployed persons). 
 
* Labour force participation rate = Labour force participation rate represents employed and unemployed 
persons as a percentage of the population living in private households. 
 
* Innovation rate7 = The performance of EU national innovation systems is measured by the Summary Innovation 
Index, which is a composite indicator obtained by taking an unweighted average of the 27 indicators. Based on 
this year’s results, the Member States fall into four performance groups:  

 The first group of Innovation Leaders includes Member States where performance is more than 20% 
above the EU average. The Innovation Leaders are Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Sweden, and the United Kingdom.  

 The second group of Strong Innovators includes Member States with a performance between 90% 
and 120% of the EU average. Austria, Belgium, France, Ireland, Luxembourg, and Slovenia are Strong 
Innovators.  

 The third group of Moderate Innovators includes Member States where performance is between 
50% and 90% of the EU average. Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, and Spain belong to this group.  

 The fourth group of Modest Innovators includes Member States that show a performance level 
below 50%. 

 

                                           
7 According to the 2017 edition of the European Innovation Scoreboard (EIS)  
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* Educational attainment rate = The educational attainment level of an individual is the highest ISCED 
(International Standard Classification of Education) level successfully completed, the successful completion of an 
education programme being validated by a recognised qualification, i.e. a qualification officially recognised by 
the relevant national education authorities or recognised as equivalent to another qualification of formal 
education. 

 Less than primary, primary and lower secondary education (‘low’): this aggregate refers to levels 0, 
1 and 2 of the ISCED 2011.  

 Upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education (‘middle’): this aggregate corresponds 
to ISCED 2011 levels 3 and 4. 

 Tertiary education (‘high’): this aggregate covers ISCED 2011 levels 5, 6, 7 and 8. 
 
* School leaving age = Compulsory education refers to a period of education that is required of all people and is 
imposed by law. School leaving age is the age at which compulsory education ends. 
 
* Lifelong learning participation rate = The participation rate in education and training covers participation in 
formal and non-formal education and training.  

Formal education and training according to the International Standard Classification of Education 2011 
(ISCED 2011) is defined as “education that is institutionalised, intentional and planned through public 
organisations and recognised private bodies and – in their totality – constitute the formal education 
system of a country. Formal education programmes are thus recognised as such by the relevant national 
education authorities or equivalent authorities, e.g. any other institution in cooperation with the national 
or sub-national education authorities. Formal education consists mostly of initial education. Vocational 
education, special needs education and some parts of adult education are often recognised as being part 
of the formal education system.” 
Non-formal education and training is defined as any organised and sustained learning activities outside 
the formal education system. Non-formal education is an addition, alternative and/or complement to 
formal education. Non-formal education may therefore take place both within and outside educational 
institutions and cater to people of all ages. Depending on national contexts, it may cover educational 
programmes to impart adult literacy, life-skills, work-skills, and general culture. 

 
* Skills mismatch = Qualification mismatch arises when workers have an educational attainment that is higher 
or lower than that required by their job. If their education level is higher than that required by their job, workers 
are classified as over-qualified; if the opposite is true, they are classified as underqualified. 


