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Recognition and Validation of Non-Formal and Informal learning  

achieved through volunteering 

Volunteering is widely acknowledged as an outstanding source of learning and an important 

contributor to personal and professional development. CEV considers it crucial to recognise 

volunteering as a source of non-formal and informal learning but also believes however that 

a balance must be kept in order not to move the focus of volunteering from the benefit to 

others to the benefit of the individual in the form of qualifications or recognition of skills. In 

this regard CEV is working in collaboration with the EU institutions and member state au-

thorities in the development of tools and processes that will allow for better recognition of 

learning achieved whilst volunteering. 

In EYV 2011 several EU institutions and other stakeholders highlighted that tools and sys-

tems for the recognition and validation of non-formal and informal learning achieved 

through volunteering could provide an added value and incentive for volunteers. The Euro-

pean Parliament in particular called on »the EU Member States to facilitate volunteering 

through the provision of formal, informal and non-formal training to enhance volunteers’ 

skills and empower them in their work, their dedication being primarily altruistic and disin-

terested«.  

Volunteering is understood to be a driving force behind social cohesion and personal devel-

opment and the EMPL formation of the European Council encouraged the »promotion of the 

role of volunteering as a form of non-formal and informal learning contributing to obtaining 

new skills and competences and improved employability in each and every age and social 

group.« 

The European Commission stated that »Volunteering is a creator of human and social capi-

tal, it is a pathway to integration and employment and a key factor for improving social co-

hesion. Volunteering translates the fundamental values of justice, solidarity, inclusion and 

citizenship upon which Europe is founded into action. Volunteers help shape European soci-

ety, and volunteers who work outside of their home countries are actively helping to build a 

Citizens’ Europe. Volunteering activities are implicitly linked with many European Union poli-

cy areas – such as lifelong learning, rural development and sport – where they add a valua-

ble dimension to European Union programmes. Volunteering is an element of social innova-

tion that can mobilise people’s creativity to develop solutions and make better use of scarce 

resources. At the individual level, volunteering can be a means for citizens to acquire social 
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skills, to play a useful role and to connect or re-connect with society. At the societal level, it 

can be a tool for the empowerment of people, especially for disadvantaged groups in socie-

ty.« 

The driving force of volunteering as powerful force for change can be illustrated by this 

quote from a volunteer »At first, I joined Unga KRIS and started volunteering to have fun and 

meet new people but I also saw it as a way to grow as a person and to start living a more 

normal life… now… I also expect to grow even more as a person, to take on responsibilities 

and face my fears in different social situation.« Daniel - Unga KRIS Project Sweden.  

In 2011 the Commission announced that it was preparing a proposal for a Council Recom-

mendation on the Validation of Non-formal and Informal Learning including the recognition 

of competences acquired through volunteering. The EC also referred to the future »Europe-

an Skills Passport« as a way to give individuals the possibility of keeping a record of the skills 

and competences they acquire through volunteering. The European Parliament additionally 

focussed on the importance of a tool such as the proposed »Europass Experience« docu-

ment to allow volunteers to describe and record skills developed during volunteer work that 

may not lead to certification, and encouraged the Commission, in the light of the Council’s 

Recommendation on the Validation of Non-formal and Informal Learning, to launch that 

document as soon as possible. Unfortunately this proposal was »shelved« by the EC pending 

the overall more extensive review of the Europass concept as a whole. CEV, together with 

the EP has been a strong advocate for facilitating that the skills acquired by people through 

volunteering should be included in the European Skills Passport and Europass, so that skills 

and competencies acquired through both formal and non-formal learning are treated in the 

same way. 

Since 2011 there have been some notable examples of increases in the possibilities for ser-

vice learning in formal education institutions and a follow up conference was held on the 

subject resulting in the publication »Education and Volunteering in Developing Active Citi-

zens«. A well-intended proposal to introduce »compulsory volunteering« in Hungarian 

schools was abandoned and stakeholders in Slovakia have looked into the added value of 

introducing service learning in state schools. 

Volunteering is also being given increased recognition through several awards and special 

events with a volunteer focus such as volunteer days, weeks and festivals that have been 

introduced or expanded as a result of EYV 2011. Notably, in The Netherlands, the national 

volunteering awards (»Meer dan handen awards«) are as a direct consequence of EYV 2011. 

The CEV initiative of the European Volunteering Capital is also a direct outcome of EYV 2011 

and seeks to take the legacy to the local level in Europe. The competition recognises munici-

palities that are excelling in developing an enabling volunteering infrastructure, and encour-

ages those that are not to do better, giving the policy framework. PAVE, to guide them. The 

»Discover e-volunteering« awards organised by Good Network Foundation have also been 

developed as a result of EYV 2011. Senior Force Day was an important outcome of EY 2012, 
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representing a continuation of the volunteering theme in subsequent European years and a 

concrete example of the EYV 2011 legacy.  

The focus on volunteering in the media promoting and exposing the power of volunteering 

does not seem to have increased significantly since EYV 2011 although some issues have 

proved to be a catalyst for this. An example is the WWI 100 year anniversary commemora-

tions where the role of volunteers in remembering and commemorating the victims of war 

and recalling the importance of sustained peace in Europe has been highlighted. The recent 

developments in Europe in relation to the immediate needs of immigrants, refugees and 

asylum seekers travelling to or through Europe have also placed the spotlight on the key role 

played by volunteers. Volunteers and their organisations have been, and continue to be, 

critical in alleviating suffering and bringing much needed material, social and psychological 

support to individuals and families and this has been widely reported by the media. Volun-

teering also continues to play a key role in active ageing & life-long learning and was high-

lighted as an important component of EY 2012 (European Year for Active Ageing and Inter-

generational Solidarity).  

Concerns are expressed however by various stakeholders that volunteering can result in job 

replacement, exacerbating rather than alleviating, Europe’s unemployment challenges. 

WAGGGS & WOSM conducted a study and published the »Skills for Life« report that show-

cases the Scouting/ Guiding example of a non-formal learning approach manifesting as a 

driving force and positive influence in improving people’s life opportunities in all aspects, not 

limited to employability. Volunteering, and other civic engagement initiatives that are fo-

cussed on young people, especially NEETs, have been growing since EYV 2011. It is not clear 

however if this is a response to EYV 2011, or a consequence of the economic crisis and aus-

terity measures.  

The EC has also funded various initiatives focussing on developing tools for the recognition 

of non-formal learning through volunteering, especially through the youth and life-long-

learning programmes (Erasmus Plus). CEV notes however that this multiple funding of differ-

ent approaches and methods has contributed to an increasingly fragmented approach to the 

recognition and validation of non-formal and informal learning across Europe with many 

different tools available, contrasting to the expressed wish during EYV 2011 to develop a 

streamlined approach.  

The EC »Recommendation on Recognition and Validation of Formal and Non-formal Learn-

ing« has led to the development of a »Roadmap«, an »Inventory on Validation Systems in 

Europe« and the »European Guidelines for Validating Non-formal and Informal Learning«. 

CEV has been participating in the EQF Advisory group initially under the coordination of DG 

EAC but currently DG EMPL in order to contribute to the development and the implementa-

tion of the Roadmap putting the Recommendation into concrete action and implementation 

in the Member States.. The EESC have developed an »Opinion on the Recognition of Skills 
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and Qualifications Acquired through Non-formal and Informal Learning« as a response to 

these developments, that CEV also contributed to.  

In September 2017, CEV, together with the Life-Long-Learning Platform and DG EMPL co-

organised a conference in Lisbon Portugal to focus on the role of Non-State actors in the 

validation processes in place in different European Member States. The event concluded 

that involving non-state actors from different sectors in the implementation of the 2012 

Council Recommendation on Validation of NFIL is a necessary condition for successfully put-

ting in place working validation arrangements. The participants also expressed support for 

the idea that combined, collective efforts of stakeholders, working together with common 

aims and messages, will have a greater outreach and impact, leading to the creation of a 

broader understanding and engagement from citizens in validation processes. Further con-

clusions reached were that: 

- More coherent and coordinated validation processes will increase labour force po-

tential with more validated skills that are relevant for the modern labour market, 

contributing to a better match of skills demand and supply.  

- Better synergies and cooperation between sectors and different stakeholders will in-

crease citizens’ motivation to take up more learning opportunities for personal de-

velopment and lifelong learning leading to increased employability and mobility for 

citizens.  

There was a strong belief amongst the participants from all sectors that non-state actors 

should work together with Public Authorities to ensure that the identification, documenta-

tion, assessment and certification mechanisms, that can support and/or facilitate validation 

of non-formal and informal learning, move beyond tests and examinations and even portfo-

lios (that are still largely based on written form). It was felt that other methods such as de-

clarative methods, observations or simulations, games can be more widely used especially in 

a targeted way with disadvantaged and vulnerable groups perhaps most in need of making 

their learning visible.  

The conference conclusions also confirmed that the process can also benefit from the 

wealth of experience of non-formal and informal learning providers in the recognition of 

learning outcomes and competencies and that they can contribute to providing training and 

capacity building for employers or other stakeholders to help them better understand the 

value of NFIL and what it can offer them in terms of advanced skills from existing and poten-

tial employees, and its value to society as a whole in the development of citizens personal 

development and lifelong-learning journey. Furthermore, that previously experimental and/ 

or pilot validation processes that have been proven to work well, but only so far used by a 

limited number of entities in specific sectors, can be mainstreamed. 

Challenges were also identified however. It was noted that differences in language & termi-

nologies used by actors from different sectors makes it difficult to establish a fluent dialogue 

and common understanding and that objectives and interests in the establishment of valida-
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tion arrangements might differ due to stakeholders’ different mandates and needs. The lack 

of existing cooperation with and between different non-state actors that might make dia-

logue difficult was also mentioned, as was citizens’ lack of understanding in how to 

acknowledge, identify and describe/ articulate their learning outcomes and connect this to 

practical application/ use in the labour market makes a common understanding of validation 

processes across sectors and stakeholders even more important and at the same time more 

challenging. Finally, it was stressed that the challenge of cost and adequate resourcing can-

not be avoided and that deciding on the funding, allocation of resources and ways of work-

ing is not an easy task to solve.  

Further to this event, a Validation Festival was held in Brussels in 2018 organised by DG 

EMPL where more than 250 people from employment, education and training, civil society 

organisations, and social partners attended. Interactive workshops explored different poli-

cies and practices on validation, including: 

- Validation in Upskilling Pathways 

- The Youthpass experience 

- Developing validation in the workplace in cooperation with employers 

- (Self-) assessing vocational skills 

- Validation and Blockchain 

- Qualification frameworks and validation 

- Supporting the employability of migrants and refugees 

- Encouraging solidarity activities and the validation of learning outcomes 

- Funding models for validation 

- Making transversal skills visible 

- E-portfolios and Open Badges 

- Supporting the learner: connecting validation and guidance 

The outcomes of this festival will contribute to informing the 2019 EC report on VNFIL. It is 

hoped that as a result of this report further progress will be made towards co-ordinated and 

streamlined efforts concerning the possibilities available to citizens by which they can have 

the informal and non-formal learning outcomes validated in Europe. CEV is currently devel-

oping, as part of an Erasmus Plus project, a tool for Validation specifically designed for vol-

unteers. The LEVER UP Model has been created in order to help people value their soft com-

petencies achieved while doing volunteering and other activities of benefit to the communi-

ty and society. Participating in the LEVER UP process can help people have their transversal 

competencies gained through voluntary experience validated and therefore contribute to to 

increasing their employability and mobility options1.  

CEV continues to work with all stakeholders to ensure that suitable processes are in place for 

volunteers to have their learning recognised and accredited if they so desire, and also the 

                                                 
1
 http://www.leverproject.eu/ 

http://www.leverproject.eu/
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volunteering providers and facilitators are capable to properly assist them in this endeavour. 

CEV is mindful of the over-emphasis in several countries on the role of vocational training as 

a context for non-formal and informal learning and a consequential lack of attention to the 

role of volunteering organisations in this regard with respect to the learning opportunities 

that they provide to volunteers of all ages and roles in non-formal and informal contexts and 

settings.  

»RECOGNITION« is the first of CEV’s 5R Policy Priorities to Help Bring Opportunities for Par-

ticipation in Europe (HOPE) emphasising that »The learning achieved by volunteers needs to 

be properly recognised and accredited when desired. The roadmap for the implementation 

of the recommendation on the recognition and validation of non-formal and informal 

learning should be fully implemented.« This is a central component of reaching the maxi-

mum potential of Volunteering as a Choice for Change and gaining the true value of all those 

Helping Hands! 
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