
 

 

     

 

 
 

 

  

The EQF is a translation grid for qualifications around Europe and at its core are 

eight reference levels, covering basic to most advanced qualifications. Each country 

is expected to classify its national qualifications into the eight EQF levels by means 

of its National Qualifications Framework (NQF) or the levels of its national 

qualifications system. The EQF is a concrete instrument to promote lifelong learning, 

mobility, skills and jobs of citizens throughout Europe, indispensable for achieving 

more and better jobs and growth, as Europe faces the challenges of becoming an 

advanced, knowledge-based economy. 
 

 

 

 

Background 
 

 

Greater labour force mobility, more flexibility and increased employability are pivotal to respond in 

a better way to strong global competition, rapid technological change and the requirements of a 

knowledge society. Moreover, a more mobile European labour force is needed, in order to help the 

European economy to more adequately adapt to changing national and international market 

conditions. Last but not least, the free movement of labour is essential to obtain a better match 

between labour demand and supply in Europe, a major demand both from employers and 

students/job seekers. Still, despite major European policy initiatives, significant challenges and 

obstacles to mobility in Europe remain in the way of implementing political commitments and 

making mobility an opportunity for all. One of the big barriers encountered by those who want (or 

need) to go abroad to work is the non-recognition by employers of workers' qualifications 

and skills. 
 

Therefore, the main objective of the EQF is to help Member States (MS), education institutions, 

employers and individuals compare qualifications across the EU's diverse education and training 

systems. By making competences and qualifications more transparent, the European 

Qualifications Framework can be seen as an instrument for the promotion of lifelong learning and 

an essential tool for developing a European employment market.  
 

The countries (voluntarily) deciding to go along with the EQF were asked to do this in two stages. 

The first stage – referring national qualifications levels to the EQF – should be completed by 2010. 

The second – introducing a reference to the EQF in all new certificates – should be completed by 

2012. It is now evident that these targets will not be met.  
 

Under these circumstances, how are MS facing the challenge? What are the main obstacles to the 

implementation of the EQF? Do employers 'trust' EQF? What kinds of qualifications/professions 

(humanistic vs scientific) are more likely to profit from the process? Is it possible to assess already 

(even if only at a small scale) the impact on labour mobility across Europe? What big changes are 

happening in education and training systems due to the EQF implementation? What challenges 

emerged regarding the learning outcome orientation? For instance, how have teachers reacted 

Do responsible authorities rely on impact assessments to develop the work? 
 

 

These and other relevant issues are addressed in a study commissioned by 

the European Parliament on the State of play of the European 

Qualifications Framework implementation. 
 

The main novelty of the EQF is that it is based on learning outcomes rather 

than on the duration of studies or type of institution and it covers both higher 

education and vocational training. 
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European Qualifications Framework Levels 

 

 Knowledge Skills Competence 

Level 1  
 

Basic general knowledge Basic skills required to carry out 
simple tasks 
 

Work or study under direct 
supervision in a structured 
context 
 

Level 2 Basic factual knowledge of a 
field of work or study   
 

Basic cognitive and practical skills 
required to use relevant information 
in order to carry out tasks and to 

solve routine problems using simple 
rules and tools  

Work or study under supervision 
with some autonomy 

Level 3 Knowledge of facts, 
principles, processes and 
general concepts, in a field of 
work or study 

 

A range of cognitive and practical 
skills required to accomplish tasks 
and solve problems by selecting and 
applying basic methods, tools, 

materials and information  

Take responsibility for 
completion of tasks in work or 
study; adapt own behaviour to 
circumstances in solving 

problems  
 

Level 4 Factual and theoretical 
knowledge in broad contexts 
within a field of work or 
study   
 

A range of cognitive and practical 
skills required to generate solutions 
to specific problems in a field of 
work or study and exercise self-
management within the guidelines 
of work or study contexts that are 
usually predictable, but are subject 
to change 

Supervise the routine work of 
others, taking some 
responsibility for the evaluation 
and improvement of work or 
study activities 

Level 5* Comprehensive, specialised, 
factual and theoretical 
knowledge within a field of 
work or study and an 
awareness of the boundaries 
of that knowledge 

A comprehensive range of cognitive 
and practical skills required to 
develop creative solutions to 
abstract problems  
 

Exercise management and 
supervision in contexts of work 
or study activities where there is 
unpredictable change; review 
and develop performance of self 
and others  
 

Level 
6** 

Advanced knowledge of a 
field of work or study, 

involving a critical 
understanding of theories 
and principles  
 

Advanced skills, demonstrating 
mastery and innovation, required to 

solve complex and unpredictable 
problems in a specialised field of 
work or study 

Manage complex technical or 
professional activities or 

projects, taking responsibility for 
decision-making in unpredictable 
work or study contexts; take 
responsibility for managing 
professional development of 
individuals and groups 
 

Level 
7*** 

Highly specialised 
knowledge, some of which is 
at the forefront of knowledge 
in a field of work or study, as 
the basis for original 

thinking; critical awareness 
of knowledge issues in a field 
and at the interface between 
different fields  

Specialised problem-solving skills 
required in research and/or 
innovation in order to develop new 
knowledge and procedures and to 
integrate knowledge from different 

fields   
 

Manage and transform work or 
study contexts that are complex, 
unpredictable and require new 
strategic approaches; take 
responsibility for contributing to 

professional knowledge and 
practice and/or for reviewing the 
strategic performance of teams 
 

Level 
8**** 

Knowledge at the most 
advanced frontier of a field 

of work or study and at the 
interface between fields   
 

The most advanced and specialised 
skills and techniques, including 

synthesis and evaluation, required 
to solve critical problems in 
research and/or innovation and to 
extend and redefine existing 
knowledge or professional practice  
 

Demonstrate substantial 
authority, innovation, autonomy, 

scholarly and professional 
integrity and sustained 
commitment to the development 
of new ideas or processes at the 
forefront of work or study 
contexts including research.   
 

 

 

As demonstrated by the previous table, the EQF will make it easier for individuals in the EU to 

communicate the relevant information concerning their competences and their qualifications.  

 

The core element of the EQF is a set of eight reference levels describing: 

 What the learner knows; 

 What the learner understands; 

 What the learner is able to do, regardless of the system under which a particular qualification 

was awarded. 



   

Unlike systems which guarantee academic recognition based on the duration of studies, the EQF 

covers learning as a whole, in particular learning which takes place outside formal education and 

training institutions. 

 

The European Qualifications Framework implementation – state of play 
 

By analysing the relevance, implementation and preliminary outcomes, the study concludes that 

although the implementation of the EQF can be assessed as successful, some important questions 

can be identified, which form a serious test to its full and trustworthy implementation. 
 

For instance, some countries have not even started working on procedures to guarantee that a 

reference to the appropriate EQF level will be included on each new qualification and Europass 

document (second deadline). 
 

Another conclusion that is to be found particularly disturbing is the difficulty encountered when 

attempting to engage stakeholders outside the formal education sector, particularly final 

beneficiaries (social partners and citizens). It appears to be difficult to have employers and 

employees truly involved in the process.  
 

A major challenge is to have the labour market side involved, since there is a lack of interest from 

the employers' side who, in some cases, regard qualifications frameworks as not relevant to them. 

This creates a serious threat to the dialogue between education and labour market sides, the 

pursued mutual ownership of NQFs and to the role these frameworks are envisaged to play in 

relation to the labour market.  
 

The study concluded as well that there is no explicit link between the EQF and the EU targets that 

are established within the framework of EU2020 and the Education and Training 2020. It needs to 

be better explained how the EQF will contribute to reaching these targets, for instance by more 

clearly defining intermediary objectives – such as implementing the learning outcome approach, 

developing quality systems and developing validation procedures for non-formal and informal 

learning.  
 

Those are just some of the setbacks encountered by all involved in implementing the EQF 

Recommendation. Nevertheless – and considering the huge task, the diversity of stakeholders 

implicated the number of countries involved and their very different starting points – one can 

declare that, by and large, the whole process has been developing in a rather successful way. 
 

The fact that MS voluntarily agreed to initiate the implementation of the EQF, and in many cases 

the development of their own NQF, cannot be stressed enough, and the fact that the agreed 

deadlines were ambitious drove the MS to take action.  
 

Due to that urgency, MS went into "a learning by doing environment" and, as a result, clear 

guidelines (for instance on referencing) were developed to support their work. Thus, knowledge 

concerning the whole process is available to a wider public.  
 

Moreover, annual monitoring (by the European Commission), benchmarking and comparisons 

among MS create an incentive for them to continue their work and to learn from others, at the 

same time enhancing confidence among all stakeholders. 

 
Conclusion 
 

Cross-border mobility is enormously important for the acquisition of skills and is essential for 

intelligent and sustainable growth. Promoting mobility makes an especially strong contribution to 

developing skills and competencies, which in turn guarantee that the workforce will be innovative 

and competitive by international as well as national standards. 
 

However, in order to encourage and broaden mobility even further and to establish and recognise 

the comparability of competencies acquired in other countries, specially developed instruments are 

necessary.  
 

Implementing the EQF Recommendation is a prestigious, comprehensive and challenging EU-wide 

project, requiring a great deal of commitment from stakeholders at EU and national levels. It calls 

for transparency and coherence among countries that must work on a mutual trust basis, thus 

ensuring the success of the whole exercise. 
  



 

 

     

 

 
 

 
*  The descriptor for the higher education short cycle (within or linked to the first cycle), developed by the 

Joint Quality Initiative as part of the Bologna Process, corresponds to the learning outcomes for EQF 
level 5  

**  The descriptor for the first Bachelor cycle in the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher 
Education Area corresponds to the learning outcomes for EQF level 6   

***  The descriptor for the second Master cycle in the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher 
Education Area corresponds to the learning outcomes for EQF level 7   

****  The descriptor for the third Doctoral cycle in the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher 
Education Area corresponds to the learning outcomes for EQF level 8 
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Feedback If you wish to give us your feedback please e-mail to Poldep-Cohesion Secretariat: 
poldep-cohesion@europarl.europa.eu 

  

Policy Department B Within the European Parliament’s Directorate-General for Internal Policies, Policy 
Department B is the research unit which supplies technical expertise to the following five 
parliamentary Committees: Agriculture and Rural Development; Culture and Education; 
Fisheries; Regional Development; Transport and Tourism. Expertise is produced either 
in-house or externally.  

  

  

FOCUS ON is based on the research published by the EP Policy Department B. This publication may take two 
forms: either a concise presentation of the main conclusions of a recent study, or an annotated list of the most 
recent research published on an issue of parliamentary interest. 
 

 

Where to find all CULT studies? 

 

Link to the e-studies database: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/studies 
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