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Human Capital Development. 
What we mean?
In our Department meeting of 28 February, we were invited to reflect about the concept of Human Capital Development (HCD) in the ETF, also thinking on the Vision and Strategy for the next financial period 2021-2027.
Human Capital Development is in our regulation since the last recast in 2008. It not only appears in article 1.1 (‘…. The objective of the Foundation shall be to contribute, in the context of EU external relations policies, to improving human capital development, in the [partner] countries..’), but also article 1.2 contains a definition (« For the purpose of this Regulation, ‘human capital development’ shall be defined as work which contributes to the lifelong development of individuals’ skills and competences through the improvement of vocational education and training systems. »). Also, in the recitals, there are interesting statements, namely:
· “By supporting human capital development in the context of its external relations policy, the European Union contributes to economic development in these countries by providing the skills necessary to foster productivity and employment and supports social cohesion by promoting civic participation. » (rec. 9)
· In the context of the efforts of these countries to reform their economic and social structures, the development of human capital is essential for attaining long-term stability and prosperity and in particular for achieving socioeconomic equilibrium (rec 10)
· The European Training Foundation could make an important contribution, in the context of EU external relations policies, to improving human capital development, in particular education and training in a lifelong learning perspective. » (rec 11).
Despite the concept of Human Capital could be broad enough to include personal development and social and cultural capital, the text of the regulation seems to make a specific use of HCD. It refers it to economic development (through skills for productivity, employment, social cohesion and civic participation), to system reform and, in particular to the ETF, in the field of education and training in a lifelong learning perspective. 
This is due, in my opinion, to the regulatory nature of the document, which requires framing the ETF mandate within the specific limits of the EU Treaty. Therefore, having the EU institutions and bodies competences in employment (due to the single market) and the freedom of movement, the legislator links the concept to the labour market. Similarly, having the EU competences in External Relations and Cooperation (particularly when there is a clear value added in comparison with the actions delivered at other levels, according to the Subsidiarity Principle), the EU external relations do contextualise the ETF’s action.
In any case, the definition in art. 1.2 specifically refers to skills and competences, and to lifelong learning perspective. It also points out the particular understanding of ‘development’ as ‘improving vocational education and training systems’.
Assuming there will not be a change in the mandate throughout the 2021-2027 period, these key elements of the regulation will remain as references for the ETF’s work and modality of interventions.
An interesting element that is in the conceptualisation of skills and competences and of HCD is that they need to be mobilised to perform a specific task or work. They are potential and when put in practice they produce value (economic, if it is labour work). Therefore, we could operationally define Human Capital as the stock of skills and competences acquiring value when mobilised to perform a work. Development would then refer to the policies and strategies to identify, mobilise, generate and upgrade the available skills and competence to the level required by a society, a territory, a company, a community or an individual.
The second important element is that by insisting on skills and competences and the lifelong learning perspective we adopt a comprehensive approach that not only includes formal types of learning (school, VET Centre or University) but most importantly the different types of learning (formal, informal and non-formal), no matter the institutional setting in which they take place.  
In the coming years, most likely, individuals will learn by combining different forms of learning: formal (in schools and regulated centres) but also work-based learning (also community-based activity), and digital on-line learning. Even the learning pathways might be personalised, allowing flexibility in the selection of credits from different types of learning and different curricula. For accrediting a qualification, individuals will have to provide proofs of having developed the different knowledge, skills and competence included in the learning outcomes associated to the qualification but the routes, methods and sequence of acquisition could be diverse, according to local market circumstances, personal choices and learning opportunities. How achievement of the learning outcomes (or the units of competences inside a qualification, in modular-type of learning programmes) is assessed and recognised becomes more complex than in traditionally school-based systems, but also give the opportunity to some learners to show their capacity of mobilising their skills and competences in situations different from exams and tests (simulations, problem-solving events, projects). 
The European Union has expressed interest in using blockchain for educational purposes to accredit participants of personal and academic school training. The Commission believes that the technical base for the technology’s application in the education sector have not yet been sufficiently developed, but the prospects are promising — in the very near future, blockchain will really be able to solve many of these problems.
This scenario points at the continuation of the importance of qualifications and qualifications systems in the partner countries and in the ETF agenda, to help individuals, companies and Ministries to understand and relate qualifications from other learning systems in a perspective of increased mobility and globalisation – not only economic. Recognition of qualifications and Validation of skills achieved through non-formal and informal learning will also continue to increase their usefulness for individuals and employers. With more diversity of learning centres and modalities, quality assurance will also be a growing need, allowing both autonomy but assurance of quality standards and currency of qualifications through processes of accreditation, self-management and inspection. Work-based learning, digital on-line learning and counselling are also fundamental policies generating opportunities to manage learning processes to ensure success in this more complex, but richer, learning environment. 
School Development and the new approaches to vocational excellence and multi-purpose centres are promising development in the direction of linking VET to innovation systems, as part of smart specialisation strategies at regional level: 
· Proactivity of VET in supporting growth, competitiveness and innovation; 
· Partnerships to develop and deliver joint VET curricula and qualifications at both secondary and higher levels with a strong focus on practical training in companies, digital learning and promotion of entrepreneurship;
· Connecting quality training providers as reference points for training in specific sectors/ trades not only for initial training of young people but also for continuous up- and re-skilling of adults; and
· Catalysts for business investment providing skilled workers through flexible and timely offer of training for the skills needs of companies. 
An important area of further work in the coming period will be the growing use of the results from the progress made in certain areas, notably in Qualifications, Entrepreneurship and Digital Skills and Competences, applied to curriculum development and teaching methods. In this respect, the inclusion of key skills (entrepreneurial, digital, civic), together with vocational and technical ones in the curriculum will respond to a constant demand from employers and will help in the re-skilling and professional continuous development of VET teachers and trainers.
Diversity of actors and stakeholders will also require governance arrangement assuring vertical and horizontal coordination, and the extension of networking, eco-systemic and partnering practices between these actors. Public, private (both for profit and non-for profit) partnership will continue to be effective approaches to skills development.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In this panorama, it will be important to concentrate our policy analyses and the policy advice not only focussing on the different institutions and levels providing skills but most importantly on the qualifications,  the content of the learning outcomes and the relevance of these to the evolving needs in the labour market and in the economy. Improving the methods for anticipating and matching the needs of the economy in a longer, middle and shorter term will continue to be crucial. Some of the work started with the A&M guidelines, the methods for measuring skills mismatch, development of skills intelligence systems in the countries, including the application of big data to complement information on supply and demand and their matching, etc. will continue to provide necessary information for the whole HCD system, and the ETF must continue being active there. In the longer-term, it will be needed the analysis of skills composition changes in certain countries and regions, particularly impacted by technological and environmental change (in a broad sense, also including globalisation, new forms of marketing and consuming, new products and materials, new ways of distributing and transporting, etc…). This analysis has clear links with the Smart Specialisation work and the identification of sectors with a potential of economic development, where the ETF role would be to identify the skills dimension of the needs of these sectors, particularly the SMEs, and the best policies and mechanisms to maximise their potential.
Working at sectoral level could be also a powerful opportunity of integrating the different thematic expertise areas in a wide multidisciplinary approach that in a multiannual intervention could provide evidence of value added of the different HCD policies in support of economic development.
Taking economic sectors as entry points for this integrated approach could also facilitate the other forms of VET and skills development in continuing training and adult education, paving the way for a real application of the lifelong learning principle and its impact into socioeconomic development.
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