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Introduction
The main aim of the NQF-in Project is to provide support to national governments, 
EU agencies and key stakeholders in developing policies for including qualifications 
in national qualifications frameworks, with a particular focus on qualifications 
awarded outside the formal education system (non-formal sector qualifications).

National Qualifications Frameworks (NQF) referenced to the European Qualifications 
Framework (EQF) are important policy instruments to promote mobility and 
lifelong learning at the national as well as the European level. The NQF can play 
a decisive role not only to improve the transparency of a national qualifications 
system, but also as a policy reform driver to increase the quality and accessibility of 
qualifications and, as a result, participation in lifelong learning (LLL). 

The EQF Recommendation and other EU strategic documents on VET and LLL 
policies recommend that Member States implement overarching NQFs, because 
as it is argued, in order to be a policy reform driver, the NQF has to be open to the 
various types of qualifications awarded in different educational sectors, including 
those outside of the traditional, formal school-based system. All of the Member 
States declared their willingness to implement NQFs, and most have already 
presented referencing reports to the EQF Advisory Group. According to Cedefop 
(2015), the first stage of EQF implementation is reaching its final stage. However, in 
most EU countries that have implemented an NQF, only formal qualifications can 
be referenced to it, while very few countries have introduced systemic solutions 
for the inclusion of non-formal sector qualifications (e.g. France, Ireland, Scotland, 
Poland). Europe is just now beginning to face the stage of implementing solutions 
to include non-formal sector qualifications in NQFs. It is envisaged that in the 
coming years, the inclusion of non-formal sector qualifications will constitute one 
of the most important topics in discussions on NQF implementation at the EU and 
national levels. Central issues in these discussions will consist of model solutions, 
the quality assurance of this process and its financial aspects.

The analysis of the solutions for including qualifications also provides us with 
information about the characteristics of the qualifications framework and its place 
and actual role in the national qualifications system. The analysis of the inclusion 
of qualifications focuses on the types of qualifications that can be included in NQF-
based qualifications systems, and which of them are explicitly excluded, as well as 
the solutions and procedures that have been introduced. Finally, by analysing the 
solutions and procedures of including qualifications, we can examine the actual 
significance of a given qualifications framework for the functioning of the system, 
and to what extent it is a non-functioning entity in practice, as noted by Allais 
(2017).

The NQF-in Project corresponds with policy learning and policy transfer initiatives 
advocated in the EU, which focus on the exchange of ideas, policies and policy 
instruments among different national qualifications systems. The main rationale 
for this project is the assumption that knowledge about policies in one national 
system may be used for the benefit of developing policies in another system 
(Dolowitz, Marsch 2000; Chakroun 2010). 
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Within the NQF-in Project, we collected the experiences of seven European countries 
that are at different stages of NQF implementation: Croatia, Czech Republic, France, 
Hungary, Ireland, Poland and Scotland. Each NQF-in Project partner prepared a 
country report that describes the systemic solutions used to include non-formal 
sector qualifications in the NQF. The reports and their annexes are available in a 
two-volume set from the project website at www.nqf-in.eu. 

Based on the information in the country reports, joint discussions within the 
NQF-in partnership, analyses of solutions in other countries, literature review and 
deductive reasoning, we developed the organisational and financial models of 
including qualifications presented in this publication.

The authors of this report would like to express their gratitude to members of the 
NQF-in Project, in particular to: Anne Murphy, Matteo Sgarzi, Sheila Dunn, Jan 
Brůha, Ivana Carev, Mile Dželalija, Ellen Hazelkorn, Viola Horská, Miroslav Kadlec, 
Snježana Knezić, Zoltán Loboda, Alexandre Meliva, Anthony O’Reilly, Josiane 
Paddeu, Erzsébet Szlamka, Éva Tót, and Patrick Veneau as well as to Professor 
Christopher Winch and Maciej Lasota who provided external reviews. 
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1. Defining the concepts and terms relating to models 
of including non-formal sector qualifications in NQFs

1.1. Why we decided to use the model approach in the NQF-in  
 Project 

Within the NQF-in Project, we took the approach that developing models of 
including non-formal sector qualification will be a relevant and useful way to 
support stakeholders involved in designing policies on the inclusion of non-formal 
sector qualifications. This approach is in line with public policy theorists and 
practitioners working not only in the education field. 

As indicated among others by Heemskerk, Wilson, Pavao-Zuckerman (2003), 
Exworthy (2008), Raffe (2009), conceptual models can be useful in policy design. 
Using models not only fosters understanding of the system being studied (Mayer 
1989, Greca, Moreira, 2000), but also supports policy learning between countries. 
As indicated by Exworthy (2008): 

Exporting policies within or between countries is often discounted on the basis 
that the ‘context’ is different and hence lessons from host countries cannot be 
learnt. However, a focus on conceptual models can obviate some of these problems 
by focusing on the key elements of the system that is being studied. By applying 
concepts related to the functioning of the system, it is thus possible to discern 
similarities and differences in patterns and practices across contexts.

Raffe (2009) indicates the importance of developing models in designing public 
policy, directly referring to national qualifications frameworks:

A model (…) may serve at least three purposes. First, it can encourage greater 
national self-awareness among policy analysts and policy-makers by helping them 
to see their own system in comparative context; it can ‘make the familiar strange’ 
(Broadfoot 2000, p. 357) by drawing attention to features of one’s own system 
that would otherwise be taken for granted. Second, it can encourage reflection on 
how the purposes of NQFs, their design and the strategies for implementing them 
are connected. Third, the model can be used to compare the implementation and 
impact of NQFs and it can provide the starting point for an exploration of why some 
frameworks appear to be more successful than others.

Allais, Young, Raffe (2009) also supported the idea of developing general models 
and typologies of NQFs:

The idea of a typology of NQFs is important conceptually as it enables researchers to 
explore the links between a general model of NQF structure and development and the 
case of their particular country. The typology is also important because it enables policy-
makers to move beyond what the American sociologist C. Wright Mills, described as 
‘personal troubles’ (‘why is my country having so many difficulties in implementing  
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its NQF?’) and see such problems as ‘public issues’ that are common to all NQFs, and 
therefore explicable even if not immediately soluble.

Although it should be mentioned that recently Allais (2017b) expressed a critical 
opinion on using models. Allais warns that: 

…when there are so few real examples in the world to consider, it seems as if 
developing a complex typology, complemented by a model of development and 
change, seems to be running the risk of being theory-heavy (…).

1.2. How do we understand the term “inclusion in the NQF”?

The term “inclusion of a qualification in the NQF” defines a certain relationship 
between the individual qualification and the national qualifications framework of 
a given country.

However, in various European countries, the relationship between the qualifications 
functioning in a qualifications system and the national qualifications framework 
is not shaped in quite the same way. Following this, for different countries, the 
phrase “inclusion of a qualification in the NQF” may mean, more or less, different 
formal procedures. In Scotland and Ireland, the terms “inclusion in the NQF” 
(Ireland) or “inclusion on the framework” (Scotland) are used. In Poland, the Act 
on the Integrated Qualifications System (IQS) of December 2015 established a 
system in which some groups of qualification were incorporated by statutory 
provision (by law), while other qualifications can be included in the system based 
on the decision of the minister with jurisdiction over a given qualification. The Act 
precisely defines the procedure of inclusion in the IQS, which has to be performed 
for any qualification awarded outside the formal education system (see the Polish 
country report). Pursuant to the IQS Act, including a qualification in the NQF in 
Poland means that it is included in the Integrated Qualifications System. France 
has a similar solution, wherein qualifications can be included in their system in 
two ways: inclusion by entitlement (by law) and inclusion by request. However, in 
France, this is not called “inclusion in the system”, but “inclusion in the qualifications 
register”. The same applies in the Czech Republic, where the term used is “including 
qualifications in the register”. In Hungary, the phrase “linking qualifications to the 
qualifications framework” is used. 

In this project, we understand inclusion to be the solutions and procedures leading 
to the assignment of an NQF level to a qualification and its entry in a register. The 
term “inclusion of qualifications in the NQF” is important to us in relation to the 
national qualifications systems, in which qualifications are described by an assigned 
level and there is a publicly available register of qualifications. Qualifications 
systems in these countries can be called “NQF-based qualifications systems”. Thus, 
including qualifications in the NQF means the introduction of qualifications into a 
system based on the qualifications framework.
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1.3. How do we understand the term “non-formal sector  
 qualifications”?

There are different approaches and terms used across Europe to define qualifications 
awarded outside the traditional school system (general, VET, HE). In the application 
for the NQF-in Project, we decided to use the term “non-formal sector qualifications” 
(after Cedefop 2014) to indicate that we want to focus our analysis on the inclusion 
in the NQF of qualifications awarded outside traditional formal education systems, 
i.e. those awarded in the non-formal sector of the education system (for further 
information, see section 3.1. of this report).

It should also be indicated that there is a substantial difference between the 
concepts “non-formal sector qualifications” and “validation of non-formal and 
informal learning” (VNFIL) and they should not be confused. VNFIL refers to the 
process where an authorised body confirms that an individual has achieved 
learning outcomes in order to attain a qualification1, whereas the term “non-formal 
sector qualifications” refers to the types of qualifications functioning outside the 
school education system. Non-formal sector qualifications can also be awarded 
through a VNFIL procedure.

1.4. How do we think about models in the NQF-in Project? 

The term “model” has many different uses and meanings. As Turner et al. (2001) 
state: 

Models can be formulated in many different ways. Physical models are material 
replicas of the object or system under study, but at a reduced size (...). In contrast, 
abstract models use symbols rather than physical devices to represent the system 
being studied. For example, verbal models are constructed out of words, graphical 
models are pictorial representations, and mathematical models use symbolic 
notation to define relationships describing the system of interest.

Similarly Hamarat, Kwakkel, Pruyt (2013) define a model as “a representation of 
the most crucial aspects of a system of interest for extracting usable information.” 
Conceptual or qualitative models are typically drawn as diagrams with boxes 
and arrows that show the main elements and flows of material, information, and 
causation that define a system (Heemskerk, Wilson, Pavao-Zuckerman 2003). 

From the perspective of designing public policy, Collins Dictionary provides 
an especially useful definition of model: “a  model  of a system or process is 
a theoretical description that can help you understand how the system or process 
works, or how it might work” (Collins Dictionary, nd). 

Following the Collins Dictionary definition, in the work of the NQF-in Project, we 
understand the model of including qualifications in a qualifications system as a 
configuration of complementary legal, financial and organisational solutions. 

1 The Council of the European Union, Council Recommendation of 20 December 2012 on the validation of non-formal and 
informal learning (OJ C 398, 22.12.2012, pp. 1–5).

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/theoretical
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/help
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/understand
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It should be noted that various models will have different consequences, significant 
from the point of view of national policy. The configuration of legal, financial and 
organisational solutions creates a multi-dimensional picture that takes into account 
several characteristics of the qualifications system.

The term characteristics of a qualifications system is used by us in the same sense as 
it is by Raffe (2003), Coles (2006) and Allais (2017b). In our work, the characteristics 
refer to several particular features/qualities of the qualifications system that 
influence the solutions used to include non-formal sector qualifications in NQF-
based qualifications systems. The subject of the analyses in our work were the 
following characteristics of qualifications systems:

■■ types of qualifications that may be included in an NQF-based qualifications 
system, according to the typology of qualifications proposed by the NQF-in 
Project,

■■ ownership of a qualification included in an NQF-based qualifications system,

■■ allowable level of similarity of the qualifications included in an NQF-based 
qualifications system,

■■ character of the legal regulations on including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system, 

■■ scope of the regulations on including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system,

■■ degree of centralisation of the decisions taken on including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system,

■■ role of different stakeholder groups in activities relating to the inclusion of 
qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system,

■■ fees for including qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system,

■■ the formal, legal and financial benefits of having a qualification included in an 
NQF-based qualifications system.

For each of the characteristics listed above, two or more basic variants can be 
distinguished that could occur in particular NQF-based qualifications system. The 
selected characteristics along with their identified variants are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Selected characteristics of a qualifications system and their basic variants

Characteristics of a qualifications system Basic variants

Types of qualifications that may be included in 
an NQF-based qualifications system, according 
to the typology of qualifications proposed by the 
NQF-in Project

■■ All types of qualification may be included in the 
qualifications system

■■ Only some types of qualifications may be included 
in the qualifications system 

Ownership of a qualification in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

■■ Qualifications included in the system remain the 
property of the submitting entity

■■ Qualifications included in the system become a 
public good

Allowable level of similarity of the qualifications 
included in an NQF-based qualifications system 

■■ Similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system precludes the ability to 
include the submitted qualification in the system

■■ Similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system does not preclude the ability 
to include the new qualification

Character of the legal regulations on including 
qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications 
system

■■ Specific regulations on inclusion have the character 
of required legal norms

■■ Specific regulations on inclusion do not have the 
character of required legal norms

Scope of the regulations on including 
qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications 
system

■■ Specific regulations govern all significant elements 
in the process of including qualifications

■■ Only general guidelines are provided, leaving a 
wide margin of discretion for specific stakeholders

Degree of centralisation of the decisions taken 
on including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

■■ One institution decides on including qualifications 
(as well as determines their level)

■■ Many institutions can decide on including 
qualifications (as well as determine their level)

Role of different stakeholder groups in activities 
relating to the inclusion of qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system

■■ The roles of public authorities and social partners 
are balanced in the process of including non-formal 
sector qualifications in NQF-based qualifications 
systems. Social partners have a strong role 

■■ Social partners have a weak role in the process of 
including non-formal sector qualifications in NQF-
based qualifications systems

■■ Social partners play no role in the process of 
including qualifications
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Fees for including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

■■ Fees are incurred when including a qualification in 
the system

■■ No fees are incurred when including a qualification 
in the system

The formal, legal and financial benefits of 
having a qualification included in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

■■ Including qualifications in the system provides 
various types of formal and financial benefits to 
learners, training institutions and awarding bodies 
(scholarships, discounts, the right to seek financing 
or refunds)

■■ Including qualifications in the system provides no 
practical formal or financial benefits for various 
stakeholder groups

For the needs of other analyses, it is also possible to distinguish additional 
characteristics of qualifications systems, such as the scope of the functioning of 
qualifications registers, the significance of occupational standards, or the role of 
credit systems (for more, see Coles 2006, Allais 2017). The way of distinguishing the 
characteristics should always be in line with the aims of a particular analysis. 

1.5. How we created the models in the NQF-in Project

The models of including qualifications in NQF-based qualifications systems 
referred to in our report were created by appropriately combining selected 
variants identified for each of the presented characteristics.

It should be noted that it is theoretically possible to propose very many combina-
tions of the variants included in Table 1. Some of the variant solutions for the 
individual characteristics may complement and “strengthen” each other. But, they 
can also be mutually exclusive or “conflict” to the extent that their combined use in 
the same system would in practice be very disadvantageous from the point of view 
of the system’s functioning.

An example of such conflicting options would be a system in which a qualification 
can only be awarded by its owner, while at the same time, similar qualifications 
would not be able to be included in the system. Such a system could quickly lead 
to a high level of monopolisation of qualifications. If the purpose of a national 
qualifications policy is to promote pluralism, then some of the solutions should not 
be used together in the country’s qualifications system.

An example of a pair of variants that complement each other and do not weaken 
coherence is a qualifications system, in which the inclusion of qualifications takes 
place according to uniform rules and procedures defined in a universally binding 
law, while at the same time, inclusion activities can be conducted by various entities.

The aim of our project is to show that the specific way of shaping the solutions 
used to include qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system, particularly 
non-formal sector qualifications, has certain consequences that have to be taken 
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into account by policy makers. As a result of analysing the systems functioning in 
the seven countries participating in the project and discussions, four theoretical 
models for incorporating qualifications into NQF-based qualifications systems 
were proposed.

In proposing these theoretical models, the impact of a given variant or configuration 
of variants on the following properties of a qualifications system was adopted as 
the starting point:

■■ the coherence of the qualifications system (strengthens or weakens),

■■ incentives for stakeholders to include qualifications (encourages or 
discourages),

■■ proliferation in the qualifications system (monopolisation or de-concentration),

■■ absorption capacity of the national qualifications system (increases or 
decreases), 

■■ dominance of resourceful institutions (strengthens or weakens) 

Each of the proposed models described in section 5 of this report will be analysed 
in terms of the above-mentioned impacts.



Proposed Models of Including Non-formal Sector Qualifications in National Qualifications Frameworks

13

2. Different types of qualifications frameworks 
reported in the literature 

A review of the literature on the types of qualifications frameworks existing in 
the world offers a more in-depth understanding of the content of this report. The 
information contained in the literature provides important contexts enabling the 
solutions functioning in the countries participating in the project to be diagnosed 
and interpreted. Certain approaches and definitions were helpful in thinking 
about and developing the characteristics, solutions and models relating to the 
inclusion of qualifications in NQF-based qualifications systems.

A number of models or typologies of NQFs have been developed so far: Young 
(2003), Raffe (2005), Young (2005), Coles (2006), Tuck (2007), Allais (2007), Raffe 
(2009), Allais (2010), Allais (2016), see also Allais (2017b) for a useful synthesis. 

Young (2003 and later 2005) proposed a number of types of qualifications 
frameworks:

(a) communication and regulatory frameworks

This distinction refers to the different goals or purposes that an NQF is designed to 
achieve rather than its strength (or its capacity to achieve these goals). All NQFs 
have a “communication” role, in the sense that they provide a map of qualifications; 
they give some indication of progression routes between levels and, at least in 
principle, across sectors. The “communication” potential of an NQF means that at 
a minimum it can assist both learners and those involved in career and training 
guidance in making choices. For this reason frameworks with this more limited role 
can be described as “enabling frameworks” to distinguish them from frameworks 
with a more overt regulatory role.

(b) weak and strong frameworks

This distinction refers to the “strength” or the capacity of a framework to achieve the 
goals set out by government (…). In strong frameworks strict requirements are laid 
down for including a qualification on the framework, whereas in weak frameworks 
the requirements are less demanding.

(c) partial and comprehensive frameworks

This distinction refers to the scope of an NQF and is a recognition that only in some 
countries does the NQF include all qualifications that are available. Scope may 
refer to:

−	 qualification type – e.g. academic or vocational or those that are publicly or 
privately owned.

−	 qualification level – many NQFs exclude university qualifications, and there 
are countries like England which have specific frameworks limited to higher 
education qualifications;
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−	 qualification sector – a framework could be specific to one occupational sector 
(for example, engineering), as in many cases in Latin American countries.” 

 (d) unit-based and qualification-based frameworks

This distinction refers to whether in the qualifications frameworks units are 
registered as separate entities or whether qualifications frameworks allows only the 
whole qualifications to be included. 

(e) institution-led as opposed to outcomes-led qualifications frameworks

This distinction refers to the process of implementation rather than to different 
framework structures. It is exemplified by the contrast between the sub-Saharan 
countries which are establishing NQFs on the lines adopted by South Africa, and the 
approach recently adopted by Singapore. Singapore has a high level of institutional 
provision for both general and vocational education, the NQF is being introduced 
to further coordinate this provision and to link it to the accreditation of work-based 
learning. The sub-Saharan countries, on the other hand, are attempting to introduce 
an NQF with relatively low levels of institutional provision. They presumably hope 
that an NQF will either act as a substitute for the lack of institutional provision by 
encouraging the accreditation of informal learning, or that it will act as a catalyst to 
motivate new provision, especially from the private sector.

Tuck, Hart, Keevy (2004) and later Tuck (2007) proposed to name loose versus tight 
frameworks instead of weak and strong as proposed by Young (2005). Tuck (2007) 
wrote:

…the terms tight and loose are preferred because of the possibly derogatory 
conations of ‘weak’. It is also connected to Bouder’s distinction between frame 
works as instruments of regulation and communication. Tight frameworks 
emphasise the regulatory or controlling function, while loose frameworks have a 
more communicative and enabling purpose…

Tight approaches are more appropriate where the aim is to regulate more closely 
or to achieve a consistent pattern of change. Loose approaches may be preferred 
where the aim is mainly to information about qualifications. Again, the approach 
should fit the purpose to be served by the NQF.

Table 2. Conceptual distinction between tight and loose frameworks, according to Tuck (2007)

Tight qualifications frameworks Loose qualifications frameworks

Prescriptive about qualification design and quality 
assurance

Based on general principles

Regulatory purpose Communicating and enabling role

Aim to achieve wider social goals Regulate to some extent

Tend to apply common rules and procedures across 
all qualifications

Accept differences in approach where thought to be 
necessary
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Raffe (2005) combines the concepts of tightness and scope of the framework to distinguish  
four types/models of NQFs, see Table 3 below:

Table 3. A typology of National Qualifications Frameworks, as proposed by Raffe (2005)

                             Tightness:

 
Scope:

Loose Tight

Partial A B

Comprehensive C D

In commenting the typology presented above, Raffe (2005) noted that all 
frameworks experience a tension between two dimensions, i.e. scope and 
tightness:

Many integrated frameworks are designed as frameworks of type D and later they 
tend to move in direction either of B (by becoming less comprehensive) or C (by 
becoming looser) or a combination of both.

Raffe (2005) also introduced the concept of an integrated qualifications framework and 
explains the difference between comprehensive and integrated qualifications frameworks. 

An integrated qualifications framework is more than just a comprehensive one. A 
comprehensive framework, as distinct from a partial framework, includes all types 
of learning: academic and vocational, formal and informal, education and training. 
Being comprehensive is a necessary condition of an integrated framework, but it is 
not a sufficient condition (p.21)

An integrated qualifications framework is one that recognises and celebrates a 
wide range of purposes, epistemologies, modes and contexts of learning, but which 
also recognises the need to build these into a coherent and coordinated system. In 
order to do this, it has to impose some aspects of uniformity. Some design rules have 
to be tight, in order to promote coherence; other design rules should be loose, in 
order to encourage diversity. The trick, of course, is deciding which should be tight 
and which should be loose. This is the tension, which Young (2005) has described, 
between the principle of difference and the principle of equivalence. To manage this 
tension effectively we need to be clear about the purposes of integration (p.22).

Coles (2006) proposed an extended list of dimensions that should be taken into 
consideration in the NQF architecture. In his paper Coles argues that it is possible to locate 
existing NQFs at a point on the continuum of each dimension, as shown in the table 
below.
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Table 4. The design characteristics of NQFs as proposed by Coles (2006).

Main

advantages

Design characteristic

from………............……………………..to

Main

advantages

Coherence across 
qualifications

Genuine national 
system

inclusive of all 
qualifications

partial coverage of 
qualifications

Implementation 
easier

Piloting possible

Staged 
development 
strategy

System wide 
reform possible

Linkage with other 
national policies

designed and 
managed by 

central agency

organic 
development by 

stakeholders

Encourages 
harmonisation

Stakeholder  
buy-in

Allows regional 
development

Policy 
coordination

Quality assurance

regulatory 
framework for 

assuring quality

classification of all 
qualifications

Communication 
with stakeholders

Powerful authority 
for framework

Sanctions for non-
compliance

legal basis voluntary basis

Ownership 
secured

Stakeholders work 
together

Builds on 
existing learning 
infrastructure

descriptors 
composed of 

learning inputs

descriptors 
composed of 

learning outputs

Independent 
of institutional 
structure

Linkage with 
external 
frameworks

Relevance across 
all parts of 
education and 
training possible

Linkage with 
external 
frameworks

level defined by 
descriptor

level defined by 
national reference 

qualifications

Builds on existing 
infrastructure

Confidence in new 
framework higher

Close relationship 
to labour market

Linkage better 
between 
education and 
work

qualifications 
based on 

competency 
standards

qualifications 
based on units 
of learning or 
achievement

Continues 
traditions of skills 
supply

Builds on existing 
infrastructure
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Coles points out that the national context influences the selection of the position 
on each dimension, with some choices being untenable and others being 
automatic:

For example, in federal states the buy-in from regions is essential and development 
of a legal basis through negotiation and consensus building can be a fundamental 
requirement. States where social partners have a strong role in qualification design, 
management and evaluation will be guided towards voluntary arrangements 
rather than centralist imposition.

Based on her studies of the South African NQF and insights from Young and Raffe (for 
more, see Allais 2017), Allais (2007) proposed to extend Young and Raffe’s typology, 
as presented in the table below. In this typology, Allais proposed a set of primary 
characteristics of qualifications frameworks, which are likely to cluster together, 
and a set of secondary characteristics, which have no necessary relationship to any 
of the primary characteristics.

Table 5. Ideal types combining primary and implied characteristics, followed by secondary character-
istics as proposed by Allais (2007).

Characteristics Framework of communication Outcomes-led framework

Purpose Rationalization  
of qualifications

Reform, 
transformation or 
overhaul of the 
education system

Assumptions about 
knowledge

Knowledge as ‘given’. 
(Some attempt to 
create transparency)

Implicit social 
constructionist; 
outcomes are primary

Role of institutions

Institutions lead the 
process of comparing 
qualifications, making 
judgements about 
programmes, and so 
on.

Outcomes are defined 
separately from 
institutions, which 
then design learning 
programmes against 
the outcomes.

Speed of 
development 
and approach of 
implementation

Incremental, 
bottom-up

Break with the  
past — fast, 
top-down

Definition of levels Qualification defined Level descriptors

Prescriptiveness Loose Tight

Raffe (2009) proposed a simplified version of the Allais (2007) typology and with 
some differences in the terms used and emphasis. Raffe distinguished three types 
of frameworks: (a) communications framework, (b) reforming framework; (c) 
transformational framework, described below: 
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 ū A communications framework takes the existing education and training system as 
its starting point and aims to make it more transparent and easier to understand, 
typically in order to rationalize it, to improve its coherence, to encourage access and 
to highlight opportunities for transfer and progression between programmes.

 ū A reforming framework takes the existing system as its starting point but aims to 
improve it in specific ways, for example, by enhancing quality, increasing consistency, 
filling gaps in provision or increasing accountability. It is typically statutory and has 
a regulatory role.

 ū A transformational framework takes a proposed future system as its starting point 
and defines the qualifications it would like to see in a transformed system, without 
explicit reference to existing provision. It typically uses learning outcomes for this 
purpose because they allow qualifications to be specified independently of existing 
standards, institutions and programmes.

Raffe states that the three types can be represented as a continuum, summarised 
in the table below.

Table 6. Typology of NQFs as proposed by Raffe (2011)

Type of NQF: Communications Reforming Transformational

Starting point Existing ET system Existing ET system Future ET system

Purpose:

To increase transparency;  
To provide tool for 

rationalising system, 
increasing coherence, 

facilitating access transfer 
and progression

To achieve specific 
reforms eg fill gaps, 

enhance quality, extend 
access transfer and 

progression;  
To provide tool for 

rationalising system, 
increasing coherence

To transform ET and lead 
development of new 

system

Design

Loose, varies across sub-
frameworks; outcomes 

used as common 
reference point

Tighter, but varies 
across sub-frameworks; 

outcomes used as 
common reference point

Tight, central specification 
imposed more uniformly; 
outcomes used to drive 

change

Leadership 
and control

Voluntary 
‘Bottom up’ 

ET institutions share 
leadership 

Substantial decision-
making at level of sub-

framework

Compulsory 
‘Top-down’: led by central 

agency/govt 
ET institutions as key 

partners 
Control may vary across 

sub-framworks

Compulsory 
‘Top down’: led by central 

agency/govt 
ET institutions among 

partners 
Centralised control

Expected role in 
change

Tool for change: requires 
complementary drivers to 

ensure tool is used

Drives specific changes; 
requires complementary 
drivers for other impacts

Expected to drive 
transformation of system

Raffe argued that of the early comprehensive NQFs, those in Australia, France, 
Scotland and Wales are examples of communications frameworks; those in New  
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Zealand and South Africa started out as transformational frameworks; and that 
Ireland has an intermediate or reforming framework. 

In the literature, we can find two further NQF models developed by Allais (2010 and 
2016). 

Allais (2010) distinguished three key objectives of qualifications frameworks, 
leading to three suggested types of frameworks. “Frameworks might be seen as 
predominantly one of the following:

… an attempt to make the relationships between existing qualifications more 
explicit,

… an attempt to make the relationships between occupational entry regulations 
and qualifications more explicit,

… an attempt to use independently specified outcomes or competency 
statements to drive a range of different educational reforms.” 

In Allais (2016) the above typology was modified by the introduction of three types 
of frameworks:

 ū descriptive frameworks,

 ū occupational frameworks, 

 ū ‘employer led’ outcomes based frameworks2. 

Concluding remarks from the analysis of the literature review from the 
perspective of designing models

As has already been mentioned, the information contained in the literature on this 
subject provides us with an important context in developing the model solutions. 
However, the models described in the literature are formulated on a very general 
level and do not refer explicitly to the process of including qualifications in NQF-
based qualifications systems.

Raffe (2009) noted that most of the NQF models found in the literature were 
formulated in reference to Anglophone countries and the systems of organising  
a country according to Anglophone traditions. This is an important observation 
from the perspective of the NQF-in Project, as some possible solutions that could 
be relevant for continental European countries may not have been addressed 
in these models. Examples of such solutions could relate to the inclusion of 
qualifications in NQF-based systems that are under ministerial jurisdiction. In many 
European countries, ministries are responsible for developing qualifications and 
for regulating the process of their certification. Therefore, qualifications that are 
regulated by laws or ministerial regulations could constitute a significant part of 
national qualifications systems. At the same time, the solutions and procedures 

2 Allais places ‘employer-led’ in inverted commas to indicate that it is more of an aspiration than a practice real-
ity.
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developed for their inclusion may differ from private market qualifications 
and should be analysed separately. Another example relates to the issue of the 
ownership of qualifications. In the reviewed literature, it is tacitly assumed that 
the qualifications included in an NQF rest in the hands of their owners. However, 
in some countries, the ownership rights of qualifications included in the NQF-
based system could be transferred to the public, as occurs, for example, in Poland, 
Hungary, the Czech Republic or Croatia.

The NQF models developed to date often treat the NQF as a homogenous entity, 
despite the fact that, as noted by Young (2007), written models of an NQF often 
mask substantial differences in the reality of frameworks even categorised to the 
same type. Raffe (2011) indicated that most comprehensive frameworks encompass 
distinct sub-frameworks, which may have different characteristics from the nature 
of a general model. Raffe (2009) gave the example of Scotland, where the NQF 
is described as loose and voluntary, but includes sub-frameworks that are rather 
tight and obligatory, such as the Scottish Vocational Qualifications and some sets 
of Scottish Qualifications Authority qualifications. 

Finally, as we can see, the material presented in this chapter is not consistent. 
The terminology used to describe these or analogous elements varies. The 
functioning of qualifications frameworks is interpreted from different perspectives. 
Descriptions are formulated with a high level of generality and are more theoretical 
in nature. The above considerations do not indicate, for example, which types of 
qualifications can be included in qualifications systems, how the system should be 
financed, how issues of the ownership of qualifications, stakeholder engagement 
or the functioning of the qualifications register should be resolved.

Thus, we see how much there still is to be done to design solutions for the function-
ing of qualifications systems. Our report is an attempt to go one step further  
towards addressing specific, real problems that policymakers have to solve in 
developing a process of including qualifications awarded outside the formal 
education system in national qualifications systems.
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3. Proposed typology of qualifications that may be 
included in NQF-based qualifications systems – 
prepared within the NQF-in Project

National Qualifications Frameworks (NQF) referenced to the European Qualifications 
Framework (EQF) are important policy instruments to promote mobility and 
lifelong learning at the national as well as the European level. In order to be a policy 
driver, national qualifications frameworks have to be comprehensive, i.e. open to 
different types of qualifications. European documents and reports indicate that 
not only school qualifications (general, VET, HE) should be referenced to the NQF, 
but also qualifications awarded outside the formal system of education. According 
to the joint report of UNESCO Institute of Lifelong Learning, ETF and Cedefop, 34 
European countries are working towards comprehensive NQFs covering all types 
and levels of qualifications (UIL, ETF, Cedefop 2015, p. 10).

With respect to the implementation of comprehensive NQFs, the definition 
structure of types of qualifications awarded in qualifications systems has still not 
been developed in the literature and European policy documents3. As a result, 
various documents, reports and scientific papers name qualifications differently, 
rarely providing definitions of the terms they are using (see Annex 1). However, 
from the perspective of the NQF-in Project, it was of crucial importance to define 
the qualifications that are being awarded outside the formal education sector, i.e. 
non-formal sector qualifications.

In the literature, Young (2005) proposed a distinction between academic versus 
vocational qualifications or qualifications that are publicly or privately owned. 
In the policy papers and reports produced by such international agencies as 
Cedefop, ETF, ILO or UNESCO, the most frequently used terms regarding types of 
qualifications are “formal qualifications” and “non-formal qualifications”. “Formal 
qualifications” are usually treated as those qualifications awarded within the formal 
school system, whereas “non-formal qualifications” are those awarded by private 
training providers. Sometimes, instead of the term “non-formal qualification”, the 
terms “private qualifications” or “non-governmental qualifications” are used, but 
definitions are not provided. 

The term “formal qualification” is vague, as it does not indicate explicitly whether 
it is referring to a qualification awarded only within the formal school system 
(general, VET, HE) or whether this definition includes qualifications awarded by 
public institutions that are not educational institutions. Also, different authors take 
different approaches in this matter. The term “formal qualification” may also signal 
that it refers to qualifications that are included in the NQF, as opposed to non-
formal qualifications that are not included in the framework.

3 In Europe and the scientific communities, a thorough discussion has been conducted about the different 
types of learning, and a common understanding of terms has been established, reflected, among others, in 
Eurostat and Cedefop definitions (Eurostat 2006, Cedefop 2014, see also Werquin 2007). 
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Using the term “formal qualification” is also problematic from another perspective. 
The phrase “formal qualification” is tautological. If the qualification is the “formal 
outcome of an assessment and validation process which is obtained when a 
competent body determines that an individual has achieved learning outcomes 
to given standards” (EQF Recommendation 2008), then a qualification is formal by 
definition, and therefore it cannot be “non-formal”. 

Below we present a synopsis of different approaches to defining “formal” and “non-
formal” qualifications in different documents and reports. 

Table 7. Different approaches to defining “formal” and “non-formal” qualifications

Awarded 
within the 

formal 
education 

system 
(general, VET, 

HE)

Awarded 
by public 

institutions 
(outside 

the formal 
education 

sector) 
or bodies 

accredited 
by these 

institutions

Awarded by 
industries, 

sectoral 
organisations, 

crafts 
chambers

Awarded 
by private 

training 
institutions 
(including 

international 
organisations)

Included in the 
NQF

Formal 
qualifications 
(also called 
state/
government 
qualifications)

Yes Yes or No Yes or No No Yes or No

Non-formal 
qualifications 
(also called 
private market 
qualifications)

Yes or No Yes or No Yes or No No Yes or No

As indicated in Table 7, the terms “formal qualification” and “non-formal 
qualification” can overlap and may include different types of qualifications. Based 
on the discussions within the NQF-in Project and analysis of national solutions in 
different countries, we proposed that the main criterion to distinguish different 
types of qualifications is the legal basis of the functioning of the qualification 
in the national qualifications system.

If the process of awarding a qualification is regulated by legal acts, then this 
qualification will fall into the category of state regulated qualifications. Qualifi-
cations whose awarding process is not regulated by legal acts would be classified 
as non-regulated qualifications. 

The education sector has traditionally well-established and well-recognised 
qualifications, awarding bodies, as well as institutions and procedures for quality 
assurance. This sector provides the foundation for NQF implementation. Therefore, 
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we propose to divide state regulated qualifications into two categories: state 
regulated qualifications awarded in the education system and state regulated 
qualifications awarded outside the education system. Another argument for this 
differentiation is that there might be different procedures of inclusion for these 
two types of qualifications in the NQF. In some national qualifications systems, 
state regulated qualifications awarded outside education systems may not even 
be included at all.

In this proposed classification, the type of awarding body (e.g. school, university, 
chamber of crafts, ministry) is not taken into account. It may occur that a university 
or chamber of crafts awards two or three types of qualifications (see Table 8).

It should also be emphasised that the proposal presented in Table 8 is not intended 
to compete with the terminology used within national qualifications systems, but 
to serve as a point of reference for discussion at the European level when comparing 
solutions adopted in different countries. 

Table 8. Proposed generic types of qualifications

Type A: 

State 
regulated 
qualifications 
awarded in 
the education 
system

Qualifications awarded in the formal, state supervised education system either by 
public or private providers. 

The key characteristic of this type of qualification is that the process of awarding 
qualifications is governed by national education laws and regulations. 

For example, the matura certificate or Master’s degree would fall into this category 
because the awarding process of these qualifications is governed by educational 
legal acts. But if, for example, higher education institutions award other certificates 
that are not regulated by the legal acts governing higher education, these 
qualifications would fall under the category of non-state regulated qualifications. 

Formal education qualifications are usually included in the NQF by law 
automatically at the moment of their creation. In order to be included in the NQF, 
neither submission forms nor fees are required of this type of qualification. The 
process of quality assurance is well organised and defined by laws/regulations.

This type of qualification could be named a “formal education qualification”4. 
Occ0asionally, it may be beneficial to distinguish subtypes of type A qualifications 
by education sector:

 ū state regulated qualifications awarded in the general education sector,

 ū state regulated qualifications awarded in the vocational education and training 
(VET) sector,

 ū state regulated qualifications awarded in the higher education sector (HE).

4 The term “formal education qualification” is not tautological and it clearly indicates that this category includes 
only qualifications that are awarded within the formal education system.
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Type B:

State 
regulated 
qualifications 
awarded 
outside the 
education 
system

Qualifications that are regulated by legal acts or directly by ministries or government 
agencies but are not qualifications awarded in the formal education (school) system. 

In different countries, different qualifications would fall into this category. In Poland, 
examples of qualifications in this category would be: class one/two/three diver, tax 
advisor, nuclear regulatory inspector, tourist guide or mushroom classifier – since 
the process of awarding these qualifications in Poland is governed by legal acts.

If the process of awarding a particular qualification is governed by legal acts, then 
the awarding body usually cannot submit its qualification to the NQF itself – it may 
have to seek a ministerial decision or, in some cases, even parliamentary approval.

Very often, changes to learning outcomes, quality assurance procedures and other 
elements of state regulated qualifications have to be approved by political decision 
makers.

It should be noted that the concept of a state regulated qualification is not the same 
as the concept of a regulated profession (according to EU Directive 2005/36/C).

Type C:

Non-state 
regulated 
qualifications

Qualifications whose awarding process is not regulated by legal acts. These 
qualifications are usually awarded according to the principle of “the freedom of 
economic activities”. With respect to non-state regulated qualifications, an awarding 
body usually decides to submit a qualification for inclusion in the NQF and if any 
changes are required (modification of learning outcomes, assessment procedures 
or changes in quality assurance procedures) before it can be included, the particular 
awarding body has the authority to make the changes. In some reports and EU 
documents this type of qualification is called a “private (market) qualification”. 
However, this category of qualifications could distinguish not only private/
market qualifications, but also qualifications awarded by non-profit organisations: 
community groups, voluntary organisations, trade unions, qualifications regulated 
by branches/sectors, i.e. qualifications awarded by a chamber of commerce or other 
sectoral organisations (if they are not regulated by legal acts).

Types B and C could both be treated as non-formal sector qualifications, 
though type B is rarely described in the literature or in inventories of practice 
(Cedefop, ETF, UNESCO 2015, p 10). 

NQF-in partners were asked to classify qualifications in their countries according 
to the proposed typology in Table 8. This task turned out to be feasible and gave 
us confidence regarding the usefulness of this typology. This typology also helped 
to clarify that different types of qualifications might follow different procedures of 
inclusion and have a different status within NQF-based qualifications systems. In 
Table 9, we provide examples of different types of qualifications within the NQF-
in partner countries, whereas in Annex 2, we present the full tables filled in by 
representatives of the NQF-in partner countries.
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Table 9. Examples of different types of qualification in the NQF-in Project partner countries

Type A qualifications Type B qualifications Type C qualifications

Croatia

Certificate of completion of 
eighth grade (compulsory 
primary school)

Certificate of completion of 
two-year VET programmes

Certificate of completion of 
the State Matura

Certificate of Stručni 
Pristupnik (short-cycle)

Certificate of driving 
instructor

Certificate of professional 
vehicle driver for the 
transport of dangerous 
goods

Certificate of tourist 
guide

Certificate of 
breastfeeding advisor 
for midwives

Certificate of make-up 
artist

Certificate of hiking 
guide practitioner

Czech 
Republic

Graduation maturita 
certificate (maturitní 
vysvědčení)

Diploma certifying the 
Bachelor’s degree (title of 
bakalář − Bc., bakalář umění 
− BcA.; both titles are used 
in front of the name)

Real Estate Agent 
(Obchodník s realitami)

Tax Adviser (Daňový 
poradce)

Autodesk − AutoCAD 
2012 Certified 
Associate

ECDL Advanced 
Certificate

France

CAP (certificate of 
professional competence)

Vocational baccalauréat 

DUT (University 
technological diploma)

Homecare and 
educational assistant 
state diploma (DEAES) 

Deck watch deputy 
officer

Universal catering agent

Building and public 
works supervisor

Manager of a social 
unit and service 
provider for elderly 
dependents

Heavy equipment 
operator used in 
construction and rural 
engineering

Hungary

Certificate of secondary 
school leaving examination 
(Maturity)

NVQR Vocational 
qualification

Higher education diploma 
(Master degree + higher 
education qualification, MA, 
MSc)

Other vocational training 
certificates5

Master craftsman title 

Qualification of authority 
regulated training and 
specialised professional 
trainings6

Certificates after 
completion of 
competence 
development training 
programmes

5 „Other vocational trainings” are those registered by the Hungarian Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
(HCCI), whose vocational programme requirements (VPRs) must be accepted in a special procedure.

6 Regulated sectoral qualifications refer to certain jobs in legal and medical professional positions requiring 
specialised additional professional training. 
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Type A qualifications Type B qualifications Type C qualifications

Ireland

Leaving Certificate 
Applied (for completion of 
secondary school)

Bachelor Degree

Master’s Degree 

Tax consultant

Building Energy 
Regulator

Gas Installer

Approved Driving 
Instructor

Air Traffic Controller

Pesticide Advisor

Poland

Matura certificate

Vocational diploma

Diploma certifying the title 
of magister

Diver – class one/two/
three

Tax advisor

Nuclear regulatory 
inspector

Certificate of Risk 
Management of the 
Warsaw Institute of 
Banking

Real estate 
management

Providing group 
fitness classes

Scotland

National Awards 1 – 5

Higher and Advanced 
Higher Awards

Higher National Diploma

Dangerous Goods Safety 
Adviser

Oil and Gas Sector 
Survival Course

Scottish Certificate for 
Personal Licence Holders

Introduction to Actor 
Training

Diploma in Deafblind 
Studies

Strategic Community 
Safety

Walking Tour Guiding
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4. Characteristics of a qualifications system important 
in the context of including qualifications

As already mentioned in Chapter 1, nine key characteristics were identified in the 
NQF-in Project relating to the process of including qualifications in an NQF: 

■■ types of qualifications that may be included in an NQF-based qualifications 
system, according to the proposed typology of qualifications in the NQF-in 
Project,

■■ ownership of a qualification included in an NQF-based qualifications system,

■■ allowable level of similarity of the qualifications included in an NQF-based 
qualifications system,

■■ character of the legal regulations on including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system, 

■■ scope of the regulations on including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system,

■■ degree of centralisation of the decisions taken on including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system,

■■ role of different stakeholder groups in activities relating to the inclusion of 
qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system,

■■ fees for including qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system,

■■ the formal, legal and financial benefits of having a qualification included in an 
NQF-based qualifications system.

We can distinguish two or more basic variants for each characteristic listed above 
that can be applied in a particular NQF-based qualifications system, as shown in 
Table 1 of section 1.2.

This chapter describes each of the nine characteristics together with their possible 
variants. In describing the variants, we strove to present examples of the relevant 
solutions used in NQF-in partner countries, which are more fully elaborated in the 
country reports prepared for the project 7.

4.1. Types of qualifications that may be included in the NQF-based  
 qualifications system 

In applying the typology of qualifications (type A, B, C) developed within the NQF-
in Project (see Chapter 3), we can distinguish several variants regarding the types 
of qualifications that can be included in an NQF-based qualifications system − from 
a variant including all types of qualifications in the NQF to a variant including only 
one type of qualification. 

7  More information is available at the project’s website: http://www.nqf-in.eu. 

http://www.nqf-in.eu
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Table 10. Variants regarding the types of qualifications that may be included in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Types of qualifications that may be 
included in a qualifications system 

Variants of solutions 

Type A

State regulated 
qualifications 

awarded in the 
education system

Type B

State regulated 
qualifications 

awarded outside the 
education system

Type C

Non-state regulated 
qualifications

Variant 1 X X X

Variant 2 X X

Variant 3 X X

Variant 4 X X

Variant 5 X

Variant 6 X

Variant 7 X

It is important to note that if National Qualifications Frameworks (NQF) referenced 
to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) are meant to promote mobility 
and lifelong learning, they have to be open to the various types of qualifications 
awarded in different educational sectors (type A, B, C qualifications), i.e. to be 
comprehensive qualifications frameworks.

Including non-formal sector qualifications in NQF-based qualifications frameworks, 
especially for type C qualifications, is usually organised as an application process, 
submitted by an awarding body. This means that inclusion is not automatic and 
legally-based, as is the case for type A and some type B qualifications, see Box 1.

Box. 1. Inclusion by entitlement and inclusion by request

Inclusion by entitlement means that a qualification is included in the NQF-based system by law − 
“automatically” − at the moment of its creation. This is usually the case with type A qualifications, but 
could also relate to type B qualifications, as for example in France. The design of formal education 
qualifications (e.g. NQF level, volume, target groups) is usually determined by educational laws and/
or other regulations. 

Inclusion by request refers to a situation in which a body or institution submits a qualification for 
inclusion to an authorised body.
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Among the NQF-in Project countries, the Scottish framework mostly consists of 
type A and type C qualifications. Therefore, its solutions are closest to variant 3, 
although as indicated in Annex 2, some type B qualifications may be included in 
these frameworks

France and Poland could be classified to variant 1, as three types of qualifications 
(type A, B, C) may be included in the NQF in these two countries. France is an 
interesting case, as different types of qualifications go through different procedures 
of inclusion (see the French country report for further information). In Poland, 
apart from type A qualifications, type B qualifications are considered to be very 
important for the functioning of the whole system and the legislation requires 
that type B qualifications be reviewed – each minister must conduct a review of 
the qualifications that are within his/her jurisdiction within a five-year period after 
passage of the NQF legal act in order to decide which qualifications should be 
included in the system. 

The Croatian framework could also be classified to variant 1, as it is envisaged that 
this framework will also be open to all three types of qualifications. However, these 
solutions have not been implemented yet in Croatia. 

Hungary’s NQF includes all school/college qualifications – type A qualifications, 
and some type B qualifications. Therefore, Hungary would fall into the variant 2 
category. However, as indicated in the Hungarian country report, there are plans to 
develop procedures to include other type B and type C qualifications.

Currently, it could be argued that only type A qualifications are included in the NQF 
in Ireland, thus variant 5 might best apply.

It should be noted that according to the Global Inventory of Regional and National 
Qualifications Frameworks (Cedefop, ETF, UNESCO, UIL 2017), variant 5, in which 
only type A qualification can be included in the NQF-based qualifications system, 
is the dominant model across the countries implementing NQFs.

4.2. Ownership of qualifications in the qualifications system 

The issue the ownership of a qualification included in an NQF-based system refers to 
answering the question of whether such a qualification is owned by the institution 
submitting it for inclusion or does it become a public good. In the context of the 
NQF-in Project, the crucial aspect of ownership is whether a qualification included 
in an NQF-based system is “available” to other awarding bodies. In other words, 
can other institutions apply to be awarding bodies for a qualification that is listed 
in an NQF register? How this issue is addressed in a national qualifications system 
will determine to a very significant extent the logic of the whole system, as well as 
the incentives and disincentives to include qualifications. The issue of ownership in 
the context of this project relates mostly to type C qualifications – i.e. qualifications 
that are not regulated by the state. 
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With regards to the ownership of a qualification included in an NQF-based system, 
two variants can be distinguished: 

 ū A qualification included in an NQF-based qualifications system is a private good 
(private status of a qualification included in NQF)

 ū A qualification included in an NQF-based qualifications system becomes a public 
good (public status of a qualification included in NQF)

In the private variant, an awarding body which submits a qualification for inclusion 
in the system is the owner of the qualification. No other institution can award the 
qualification without the consent of this awarding body. However, the awarding 
body could enter into an agreement with another awarding body that wants to 
award its qualification, and therefore there could be more than one awarding body 
for one qualification as depicted on the left side of Figure 1.

In the public variant, qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system are in the 
public domain, meaning that another awarding body, not related to the awarding 
body that submitted the qualification, can become an awarding body for this 
qualification after fulfilling the required criteria.

Figure 1. Ownership of qualifications − private and public status of qualifications included in NQF-
based qualifications systems

Private status of qualifications
included in the NQF system

NQF Register 
type C qualifications

Q1 Q2 Q... Qn

AB11 AB2 AB... ABn AB2 AB... ABn

AB12

AB12AB11

NQF Register 
type C qualifications

Q1 Q2 Q... Qn

Public status of qualifications
included in the NQF system

Q1, Q2,..QN – denotes qualification 1, qualification 2, …, qualification N in the system

AB1, AB2, …AN – denotes the awarding body of qualification 1, awarding body of qualification 2,… awarding 
body of qualification n. 

AB11 – denotes awarding body no.1 of qualification 1 

AB12 – denotes awarding body no. 2 of qualification 1 



Proposed Models of Including Non-formal Sector Qualifications in National Qualifications Frameworks

31

The main rationale for implementing the public variant may be the protection of 
the NQF system against either monopolisation by a limited number of awarding 
bodies or fragmentation of the system. The main argument against implementing 
a public model is that some institutions may not be willing to share their know-how 
and ideas with other institutions and the public. Therefore, it is assumed that the 
public variant may have disincentives for some awarding bodies. Keating (2008), 
for example, argues that taking away ownership from institutions to governments 
may have a strong negative impact on trust in the system:

The governance of qualifications continues to and needs to reside with their owner 
institutions and user communities. The alternative to these arrangements is to 
locate their ownership and management in a central agency. The consequences of 
this approach are likely to be the weakening of the ‘communities of trust’ (Young, 
2007) upon which qualifications depend for their currency.

Scotland, France, and Ireland (except for the CAS system) are countries in which the 
private variant has been implemented, whereas Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic 
and Croatia are representatives of countries with the public variant. 

To illustrate the distinction between private and public within the NQF-in Project, 
we prepared a mini case, which each NQF-in Project partner was asked to address: 

Qualification X was included in the NQF upon the request of a branch/sectoral 
organisation operating in region Y. After a year, another branch/sectoral 
institution would like to become an awarding body for qualification X. Is it 
possible for this institution to become an awarding body? If yes, under which 
conditions? Who makes the relevant decisions?

Below we present the relevant fragment of the texts of the NQF-in country reports 
on the issue of ownership:

Scotland:

The decision as to whether institution B is allowed to become an awarding 
body for qualification X remains entirely in the remit of organisation A. If 
organisation A decides that institution B can award qualification X they must 
have the necessary quality assurance in place to monitor this and institution B 
would normally have to go through an approval process before being allowed 
to award the qualification (…)

Ownership of non-formal qualifications on the framework remains with the 
original owner of the qualification or learning programme. The qualification or 
learning programme does not become a “public” qualification and the owner 
of the programme has no obligation to allow other organisations to deliver 
the qualifications or programmes. Those that do are required to have the 
necessary quality assurance in place to monitor this delivery. However these 
quality assurance systems will differ from sector to sector and organisation to 
organisation.
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Ireland:

Qualifications/awards on the Irish NQF are not “free” for use by any provider 
other than those qualifications/awards listed in the Common Awards System 
(CAS) at level 1 to 6. In any case, providers must be quality assured as providers 
and have achieved approval for each qualifications/award programme through 
the validation process and have paid the appropriate fees for these services. All 
approved qualifications/awards on the NQF are coded in relation to the provider 
which developed them. These codes are generally used for applications and 
monitoring purposes. So, it is not possible for a different provider to “snatch” a 
qualification developed by another provider and to replicate it for themselves, 
beyond the specifications standards published by QQI in the CAS data-base. 
Provision of major state-funded qualifications/awards in the state at higher 
education level is monitored by the Higher Education Authority (HEA) in 
relation to supply and demand from learners and the labour market. 

France:

In the French system, all qualifications (formal or informal) belong to the 
“organisations and bodies which created them” (Art L 335-6 of the Education 
Code). The qualification is, therefore, considered “an intangible asset” 
(Rapporteur from the CNCP). In other words, a qualification can remain “private”, 
even though it is included in the RNCP. This has far reaching consequences. If a 
training provider wishes to issue a qualification which is included in the RNCP, 
it must have the consent of the body which created it (and, therefore, owns 
the qualification). It can only issue the qualification in accordance with any 
restrictions imposed by the body. The body which owns the qualification may, 
if it so chooses, offer this organisation the chance to enter into agreements 
or other contracts with it. From the moment it enters into an agreement, it must 
ensure that whatever is done by the provider, whatever is done in the organisation 
it has entered into an agreement with, fully complies with its own terms and 
conditions, and must provide the means to monitor this. (Rapporteur from the 
CNCP) When it receives an application for inclusion, the CNCP scrutinises any 
agreements which have been set up and entered into by a central body which 
owns the qualification in question and any other bodies which issue it. To enable 
it to do this, it asks the applicant for detailed information on the organisations 
which issue the qualification and also the contractual relationships which exist 
between them and the body which owns the qualification.

Poland:

A specific feature of the Polish system is that in the case of market qualifications, 
an awarding body can be appointed for those qualifications already existing 
in the Integrated Qualifications Register. Once a market qualification is 
entered in the Register, it becomes a public good. The institutions applying 
to have the qualification entered in the Register cannot reserve the exclusive 
right to award it. Any institution interested in awarding a qualification that 
already exists in the Register and is awarded by other entities may apply for 
the authority to award it and be included in the list of awarding bodies. This 
solution is designed to protect the market of the Polish qualifications system 
from becoming excessively monopolised. 
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Let’s use a hypothetical example: the Warsaw confectioners association 
introduces a qualification in the Integrated Qualifications System (IQS) called 
“making jelly doughnuts”. The qualification is entered in the Register and the 
Warsaw confectioners association receives the status of awarding body. A year 
later, the Kraków confectioners association wants to find out if it too can offer 
the “making jelly doughnuts” qualification that is in the IQS. The answer is 
yes. Under the IQS Act, the Kraków confectioners association can apply to the 
relevant minister to become an awarding body for the qualification of “making 
jelly doughnuts”. The minister makes the decision, and in doing so, does not 
need to obtain the consent of the Warsaw confectioners association, which 
originally applied to have this qualification entered in the IQS. The Kraków 
confectioners association can achieve the status of awarding body as long as it 
meets the requirements specified in the IQS Act.

Hungary: 

Non-formal training vocational programme requirements (VPRs) are 
submitted by training providers (companies) to the Chamber for approval. 
The programmes elaborated by them after their acceptance (already without 
the indication of the submitting organisation, company) are published on 
the public web site of HCCI and so the companies lose their owner status 
for the concerned programme, i.e. the VPRs become “publicly owned”, and 
other companies have to start their training programmes under the same 
name according to them. This means the descriptions become texts that can 
be known and used by anyone the same way as the vocational examination 
requirements of state recognised qualifications.

4.3. Similarity of qualifications included in the NQF system

The issue of the similarity of qualifications refers to answering the question of 
whether the NQF-based qualifications system allows similar qualifications to be 
included or not. 

Two basic variants may be distinguished with regards to the similarity of 
qualifications:

 ū Similarity to qualifications included earlier in the qualifications system precludes 
the ability to include the submitted qualification in the system

 ū Similarity does not preclude the ability to include the new qualifications

The rationale for not allowing the inclusion of similar qualifications in a qualifications 
system is to protect the qualifications system from becoming too fragmented – 
proliferated, see Box 2 below. An argument is that it may be difficult for learners and 
employers to navigate the qualifications system if there are many qualifications with 
a similar content in the NQF system. However, introducing solutions prohibiting 
the inclusion of qualifications in the NQF system because they are similar to already 
included qualifications may have significant consequences for the functioning of 
the system. These issues are discussed below.
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Box 2. Proliferation in the qualifications system – the cases of France and New Zealand

The proliferation of qualifications in the NQF-based system is a very important topic addressed in 
the French NQF-in country report, which states:

(…) the legislation and regulations relating to the course content of qualifications and the 
procedure for issuing them encourage overlaps between qualifications, and this undermines the 
register’s objective of providing clarity. 

A number of initiatives have been launched to address the problem: the creation of information 
sheets in the register for courses forming part of bachelor’s and master’s degrees, proposals to 
set up bridges between qualifications, measures to encourage joint qualifications or the setting 
up of networks of certification bodies (section 3). However, more is still needed (…)

A greater professional trade participation in the process of designing qualifications could allow 
a best governance and might also reduce overlap between qualifications Some of the major 
employers’ associations support this idea. This involvement would draw on the expertise and 
resources of sectoral observatories. 

(…) the CNCP regularly encourages the creation of bridges between “neighbouring” qualifications. 
It also encourages applicants to get in touch with certification bodies which have already had 
their qualifications listed in the register.

The proliferation of qualifications has also been the subject of debate in New Zealand: 

The NZQA has also announced wider changes to the NQF, following a targeted review of 
qualifications offered at certificate and diploma levels, which was undertaken in 2009-2010. The 
changes were deemed necessary because, amongst other things, a proliferation of qualifications 
(many of which were substantially the same) at levels 1−6 had made it difficult for learners 
to select courses and for employers to assess the quality of qualifications and tell if potential 
employees had the skills and knowledge they need… (Strathdee, 2013, p. 112).

When designing solutions regarding the similarity of qualifications, it might be 
worth considering whether they should pertain to all types of qualifications or to 
only some types of qualifications. 

Usually, when type A qualifications are being included in a qualifications system, the 
issue of similarity is not taken into account (especially with regards to qualifications 
awarded in the higher education system). However, when a type C qualification is 
being included, the question then arises about whether it should be compared to 
all types of qualifications in the system or only to type A or type C qualifications. This 
issue was raised in Poland, and several members of the IQS Stakeholders Council 
recommended that when including type C qualifications in the system, they should 
not be compared with type A qualifications. In other words, even if a particular type 
C qualification submitted for inclusion has similar learning outcomes as a type A 
qualification, it should not be rejected from the qualifications system, as type A and 
type C qualifications have different characteristics. 

If the inclusion of similar qualifications in the system is explicitly prohibited, then 
the criteria of similarity may need to be defined, i.e. what will be the criteria for 
determining that two or more qualifications are similar – the title of the qualification, 
learning outcomes, training materials − see the case of Hungary described in Box 3. 
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Box 3. The issue of the similarity of qualifications – the case of Hungary 

The NQF in Hungary includes all formal education qualifications (school based, type A) and certain 
type B qualifications (regulated and can be attained through out-of-school adult training) that come 
under the Adult Training Act. 

The issue of similarity may arise in the following scenarios:

1. A training provider submits a type B vocational programme requirement for assessment, and 
the dedicated vocational programme committee concludes that the name of the submitted 
type B qualification corresponds (or is akin) to either a type A qualification (such as a National 
Vocational Qualifications Register − NVQR qualification, a higher education qualification, an 
authority regulated qualification) or another already registered type B qualification. In any of 
these cases, the vocational programme requirement is rejected on the basis of a ministerial 
regulation8. 

2. The majority of the learning outcomes (75%) in the submitted type B vocational programme 
requirement corresponds to a type A, NVQR qualification’s examination requirements. In this case 
the registration of the submitted type B vocational programme requirement has to be rejected 
due to the modification of the ministerial regulation mentioned above9. There is, however, an 
exemption. If the vocational programme requirements of the proposed type B qualification 
aims at the acquisition of higher special skills in addition to the professional competences 
already specified in the description of a particular NVQR vocational examination requirement, 
registration may be granted. 

In summary, the issue of similarity occurs due to the specific Hungarian context, only when the 
title or the learning outcomes of a type B vocational programme requirement is submitted and 
has a significant overlap with an already existing, registered type A qualification’s examination 
requirements. Resolving the issue of similarity is the responsibility of the programme committee 
and is additionally addressed by ministerial regulations.

The similarity of qualifications linked with the issue of the ownership 
of qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system

The issue of similarity very much relates to the issue of the ownership of a 
qualification. 

If a qualification has the status of private property in the NQF system (see 
section 3.2) and at the same time, similar qualifications can be included, then the 
qualifications in the system may have a tendency to proliferate (be fragmented). 
This results from the fact that the only way for new awarding bodies to enter the 
qualifications system is to have them create new qualifications – awarding bodies 
cannot apply to award qualifications that have already been submitted. However, if 

8 No. 59/2013. (XII. 13.) Regulation of the Ministry of National Economy on the registration and procedures of 
adult training vocational programme requirements and certification of the acquisition of other professional 
qualifications.

9 No. 13/2017 (VI.29) Regulation of the Ministry of National Economy on the registration of adult training voca-
tional program requirements and on the modification of No. 59/2013. (XII. 13.) Regulation of the Ministry of 
National Economy on the certification other professional qualifications.
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similar qualifications are not allowed to be included, then the system will become 
monopolised. This results from the fact that the first entity submitting a particular 
qualification will automatically block other awarding bodies wanting to submit 
similar qualifications to the qualifications system. 

The public variant, in which the qualification has the status of a public good, is free, 
at least in theory, of the threats mentioned above. However, as has already been 
signalled, the public status of a qualification may be a disincentive for institutions 
to submit their qualifications for inclusion to the system, as they will then have to 
waive their ownership rights. 

If we consider the issues of similarity and ownership further, we can conclude 
that if barriers are intended to be imposed on the similarity of qualifications, then 
adopting a private ownership variant will not be feasible. This is because if similar 
qualifications cannot be included in the system and institutions cannot apply to 
be awarding bodies for already included qualifications, the system will then be 
monopolised to an extent that will not be acceptable in most countries (such a 
situation may even be in disagreement with national regulations on competition 
and consumer protection laws). This is due to the fact that if an awarding 
body’s application is rejected because of the similarity of the submittal to other 
qualifications that are already functioning in the system, this institution is in fact 
excluded from the system. Therefore, in this case, the only solution would be to 
apply to be an awarding body for a qualification that is already in the system, hence 
the public variant. 

4.4. Character of the legal regulations on including qualifications in  
 an NQF-based qualifications system

Two basic variants can be distinguished for this characteristic:

 ū Specific regulations on inclusion have the character of required legal norms

 ū Specific regulations on inclusion do not have the character of required legal 
norms

Allais (2011) indicates that formal legislation and regulations might be important 
tools to create, manage, and govern NQFs. The existence of legislation may also be 
seen to serve as a signal to key stakeholders of the value attached by government and 
its commitment to the NQF.

Young (2005) discusses the significance of complementarity between the aims 
of implementing qualifications frameworks and the character of the regulations 
and their scope, providing the example of implementing the National Vocational 
Qualifications (NVQ) in England. According to Young (2005), implementing tight  
frameworks might be problematic if they are not supported by an adequate legal 
framework:

The extent to which an outcomes-based framework leads to a complete replacement 
of the old system depends on how prescriptive the criteria of the new framework are, 
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and whether the framework criteria are made a legal requirement by government. 
The case of the NVQ framework in the UK is arguably an example of the worst of 
both worlds. A highly prescriptive framework in terms of how qualifications and 
assessment requirements are defined and a government unwilling to legislate. 
The original assumption of the national vocational qualifications review (RVQ) 
that led to the new framework was that it would be an instrument for accrediting 
existing qualifications. However, in practice this proved to be impossible and either 
existing qualifications continued to be provided independently of the framework, or 
completely new qualifications were developed that complied with the framework 
criteria.

Raffe (2012) also points to the significance of the character of the regulations and 
their scope: 

Many NQFs are regulatory, and some include regulatory sub-frameworks (typically 
for VET) within voluntary over-arching frameworks. In such cases the regulatory 
powers of the framework may be the most important lever of change: for example, 
the Irish framework has required all qualifications in its further education and 
training sub-framework to meet the specifications of a new Common Awards 
System, and required all qualifications to satisfy guidelines for quality assurance 
and for access, transfer and progression. These requirements have, at least so far, 
been more important change processes than (for example) the transparency of 
qualifications or cultural change (Collins et al. 2009). The same is true of several 
other frameworks; for example the high uptake of recognition of prior learning 
(RPL) procedures in France is partly due to the regulations which require and enforce 
these procedures, although it also reflects the availability of resources and a strong 
infrastructure for supporting the process.” (Dif, Heraud and Nkeng 2009; Coles, 
Oates and Leney 2011)

4.5. Scope of the regulations on including qualifications in an NQF- 
 based qualifications system 

This characteristic refers to what is called in the literature tight versus loose 
qualifications frameworks by Raffe (2005), Young (2007), and Tuck (2007). Tight 
frameworks have detailed regulations governing all important elements of the 
qualifications inclusion process, such as, among others, the manner of describing 
qualifications, assigning levels to qualifications, and the quality assurance 
of qualifications. The regulations pertain to all the actors. Loose frameworks 
contain only general guidelines that allow a wide margin of discretion for specific 
stakeholders and the requirements are less demanding.

With regards to type B and type C qualifications, the Irish, French and Polish NQFs 
could be classified as tight frameworks, whereas the Scottish is more reflective of a 
loose framework.
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4.6. Degree of centralisation of the decisions taken on including  
 qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system

For this characteristic, two basic variants can be distinguished:

 ū One institution decides on including qualifications

 ū Many institutions can decide on including qualifications

The nature of the regulations on including qualifications in NQF-based qualifications 
systems (section 4.4), their scope (section 4.5) and the degree of centralisation are 
very important for achieving the objectives of an NQF-based qualifications system 
and in particular for the coherence of the system.

One institution (this can be a new institution or one that has been given new 
powers) equipped with the appropriate legal authority (prerogatives) may be 
able to impose the use of similar approaches in the qualifications inclusion 
process (including the manner of describing qualifications, determining the level 
of qualifications, and ensuring the quality of qualifications), taking into account 
the specificity of individual education sub-sectors. Therefore, creating one central 
institution may contribute significantly to the coherence of the system. 

However, it should be noted that if it is not adequately equipped (financially 
and organisationally), it may bottleneck the system. A central institution with 
limited resources may not be able to absorb a large number of qualifications in 
a given period of time. On the other hand, setting up a large institution when the 
system is just beginning to function may require substantial financial resources 
from the state, as the fixed costs of one institution may not be covered by fees 
from submitting bodies (the model in which there are many existing institutions 
additionally tasked with making decisions about including non-formal sector 
qualification may alleviate this problem).

International experience also indicates that transferring responsibility for the 
process of including qualifications awarded by various education sub-sectors 
(formal, VET, HE, non-formal education) to one institution in an existing institutional 
and legal order can be difficult and lead to conflicts of competence between 
the new institution and existing ones (see Allais 2011). There may also be other 
reasons for not centralising decisions on including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system − financial considerations, institutional conditions, legal 
traditions and others. 

In Ireland and France, one central institution is responsible for accepting applications, 
analysing them, and making the decision on whether to include a submitted 
qualification in the NQF or not. In Ireland, Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) 
is a state agency responsible for including qualifications in the NQF-based system. 
Similarly, the Commission Nationale de la Certification Professionnelle (CNCP), a 
central institution, operates in France. 

CNCP analyses requests for including qualifications in the French register of 
qualifications and makes recommendations to the relevant ministry, which then 

http://www.cncp.gouv.fr/
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makes the final decision. It should be noted, however, that French solutions 
envisage situations in which providers operating at the regional level submit the 
request for inclusion to regional institutions, which conduct the initial assessment. 
Even if the request was submitted regionally, the procedure moves to CNCP, which 
submits the formal recommendation to the ministry. 

In Scotland and Poland, several institutions are indicated that are able to decide on 
the inclusion of qualifications in the system. In Scotland, these are called “credit rating 
bodies”, and include, for example, the Scottish Qualifications Authority, Institute 
of Chartered Accountants in Scotland, City&Guilds, colleges, and universities. 
Submitting bodies in Scotland can approach different credit rating bodies that 
will assess their application in a process called “third party credit rating”. Providers 
there can select a credit rating body based on their preferences. The credit rating 
body assesses the submitted application and if the decision is positive, relevant 
information is sent to the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework Partnership 
(SCQFP), which manages the Scottish Register and is responsible for coordinating 
the functioning of the NQF in Scotland. It is important to stress that not all credit 
rating in Scotland is third party credit rating, as there are a number institutions 
there that can credit rate their own qualifications.

In Poland, submitting bodies approach an intermediary institution, which delegates 
submission requests to different institutions – the ministries responsible for 
analysing the applications based on their area of expertise. All requests in Poland 
to include market qualifications (type C) are submitted to the institution operating 
the NQF register. Originally, this body was the Polish Enterprise Development 
Agency (PARP), but as of 2018, it is the Educational Research Institute (IBE). IBE 
assesses the formal aspects of the application and then electronically transmits a 
completed application to the relevant ministry. The relevant ministry reviews the 
submitted application and determines whether to include the qualification or not. 
It should be noted, however, that the functioning of the qualifications system is 
coordinated by the Minister Coordinator of the IQS with the support of the IQS 
Stakeholders Council.

The degree of centralisation of the quality assurance of non-formal 
sector qualifications

There are a diverse number of institutional arrangements among the NQF-in Project 
countries with different institutions involved in the quality assurance of non-formal 
sector qualifications included in the NQF 

In Scotland, the SCQF Partnership together with credit rating bodies are responsible 
for ensuring the quality and integrity of the SCQF. The principles for the quality 
assurance of all qualifications (including non-formal education qualifications) in 
Scotland are defined in the SCQF Handbook developed by the SCQF Partnership. 
The method of applying these principles varies from sector to sector, but all credit 
rating bodies are required to operate quality assurance systems that include robust 
checks performed by an independent body or someone who is not employed 
by or part of the institution or organisation. As the system of credit rating is a 
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devolved one, it is important that there is a quality assurance system to monitor 
this process. This is carried out by a number of agencies: Education Scotland for 
further education colleges; Quality Assurance Authority (QAA) Scotland for higher 
education institutions and universities; SCQFP for other approved CRBs; Scottish 
Government and an independent auditor in the case of Scottish Qualifications 
Authority (SQA). All of these quality assurance arrangements include regular 
evaluations of the organisations, their learning programmes and their quality 
assurance systems. 

In Ireland, Quality & Qualifications Ireland (QQI) is the national agency responsible 
for assuring the quality of qualifications included in the NQF. Under the 2012 
Qualifications and Quality (Education and Training) Act, QQI had become both an 
awarding body and a quality assurance regulator across the ten levels without a 
demarcation between further education and higher education. Quality assurance 
requirements are intended initially for approval of a provider’s competence and 
capacity to meet those requirements. If a provider successfully proves its compe-
tence and capacity, then the provider is free to apply for approval to offer programmes 
leading to QQI qualifications/awards. All providers of QQI qualifications/awards 
must apply for access/permission to provide such programmes. Guidance is 
available on the process and how to apply for permission to submit programmes for 
validation. Feedback from stakeholders indicated strongly that a single, unitary set 
of quality assurance guidelines across all ten levels would favour higher education 
providers unfairly. Consequently, there are now four kinds of quality assurance 
guidelines in Ireland: statutory quality assurance guideline; core guidelines for all 
providers; sector-specific guidelines; topic-specific guidelines.

In France, quality assurance is located at the provider level. The Ministry of Education 
along with CNCP is responsible only for the coordination of this process and 
assurance of general guidance. Organisations that own and award qualifications 
are responsible for their quality. The CNCP’s remit does not include performing 
rigorous quality control checks. CNCP ensures that when the application for the 
inclusion of a qualification is submitted, it contains all documents relating to the 
charters, conventions and regulations regarding quality assurance, together with 
the conditions for issue of the qualifications in question. In this way, and only in 
this way, CNCP can act as a quality assurance body for qualifications that are not 
yet included in the register. So the procedure for inclusion in the register is akin to 
a quality assurance check and there is no “external” dedicated quality assurance 
procedure covering the issuing of diplomas, degrees or other qualifications. It might 
be said that the functioning of the French qualifications system is based on a firm 
assumption that all those institutions and bodies, including assessors, fully comply 
with expectations, standards and regulations. So, it is a kind of  “contractual” quality 
assurance based on a priori commitments. It should be added, however, that the 
procedure of including qualifications in the French register is rather demanding – 
an awarding body, among others, must prove that a qualification is in demand in 
the labour market by providing details of employment obtained by learners from 
the groups of graduates for the last three years. This criterion provides a means of 
determining the relevance of the qualifications in the labour market and serves as 
an ex-ante quality check: if there is no demand on the market for this qualification 
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(either because of lack of labour market relevance or the poor quality of the 
provider) it cannot be submitted to the register. 

In Poland, the system of quality assurance for non-formal sector qualifications 
included in the NQF had to be developed from scratch. New systemic solutions for 
ensuring the quality of qualifications came into force with the Act of 22 December 
2015 on the Integrated Qualification Systems. The Act does not affect the principles 
or mechanisms of quality assurance in the formal general, vocational and higher 
education systems.

The quality assurance of non-formal sector qualifications consists of overseeing 
the validation and awarding processes, which are the responsibility of the relevant 
ministry. Awarding bodies are obliged to submit activity reports to the relevant 
ministries at least once every two years. Each awarding body functioning outside 
the formal general, vocational and higher education systems that wants to award 
qualifications to be included in the NQF must have internal and external quality 
assurance systems for their validation and awarding activities. The Minister 
Coordinator of the IQS maintains a list of institutions authorised to provide external 
quality assurance and announces a call for institutions to join this list at least 
once every three years. The relevant ministry for a given qualification appoints an 
external quality assurance entity by entering into a contract with that entity.

External quality assurance consists essentially of conducting regular external 
evaluations of the awarding body’s validation and awarding processes, as well as 
its internal quality assurance system.

In the Czech Republic, the main coordinating role in the process of assuring the 
quality of qualifications included in the National Register of Qualifications (NSK) is 
the Ministry of Education, with other ministries responsible for particular fields of 
activity.

The Ministry of Education coordinates the activities of central administrative 
bureaux (ministries) in accordance with the law, and approves the content and 
form of all NSK qualifications. Other Ministries and authorising bodies participate 
in the development of qualifications standards, and decide on granting, extending 
the validity, or revoking the authorisation to award qualifications. Ministries are 
responsible for the supervision of the authorised bodies, and the maintenance of a 
register of the examination results of the authorised bodies, including the register 
of granted certificates. An authorised body can be any individual or organisation 
that fulfils the criteria set by law. These entities are authorised by the respective 
ministries according to their field of activity, e.g. the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Affairs provides authorisation in the areas of labour law relations, work safety, 
employment, pension security, and social care.

Sectoral councils, which bring together employer and employee representatives, 
play an important role in quality assurance in the Czech Republic. Sectoral councils 
develop occupational standards, which are the basis for developing qualifications, 
and are expected to be proactive in suggesting what new standards are needed 
and where standards should be updated.
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In Hungary, all qualifications in the NQF are included in a quality assurance system 
developed at the ministerial level and regulated by relevant legal acts. Non-formal 
sector providers operating in the adult education sector can have their programmes 
accredited (known as the vocational programme requirement – VPR) and included 
in the NQF through a dedicated procedure managed by the Hungarian Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry – a public body functioning under the supervision of the 
Ministry of Economy. Each institution licensed to award VPR qualifications needs to 
perform a self-assessment according to the processes and indicators in the internal 
quality assurance plan, which is subject to an external assessment at least once 
every four years. The VPR system is a new element of the regulation of adult training 
in Hungary introduced only about a year ago. The aim of introducing VPRs was to 
establish uniform requirements and recognition for non-state vocational training to 
increase the transparency and “prestige” of non-formal sector qualifications in the 
labour market. Currently, there are discussions among stakeholders and experts in 
Hungary on whether this new system is too regulated and whether it poses too 
much of a burden on training institutions. 

In Croatia, the qualifications framework was designed in a way that would 
allow all types and classes of qualifications to be included, following a process 
of accreditation. However, with regard to non-formal sector qualifications, the 
procedures of inclusion and quality assurance have not yet been finalised. In the 
Croatian qualifications system, all labour market oriented qualifications should be 
based on occupational standards, indicating the relevant skills and competences 
needed to perform specific occupations. As in the Czech Republic, the Croatian 
system provides sectoral councils with an important role. They are responsible 
for developing occupational and qualification standards and for the general 
harmonisation of Croatian qualifications with labour market needs. The operations 
of the sectoral councils are coordinated by the Ministry of Education. 

4.7. Role of different stakeholder groups in activities relating to the  
 inclusion of qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications  
 system

Three basic variants can be distinguished for this characteristic:

■■ The roles of public authorities and social partners are balanced in the process 
of including non-formal sector qualifications in NQF-based qualifications 
systems. Stakeholders have a strong role. 

■■ Stakeholders have a weak role in the process of including non-formal sector 
qualifications in NQF-based qualifications systems.

■■ Public authorities have a dominant role in the process of including non-formal 
sector qualifications in NQF-based qualifications systems. Stakeholders play 
almost no role in the process of including qualifications.

In the balanced variant, stakeholders are involved in determining whether to 
include qualifications in the qualifications system and participate in determining 
the level of qualifications. Stakeholders play a significant role and their involvement 
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in the process of including qualifications is institutionalised. Stakeholders may 
even have veto power, i.e. the lack of their consent prevents a qualification from 
being included in the system. The institution representing stakeholders gathers 
a broad base of participants, including representatives of the formal education 
system (general, VET, HE), non-formal education, research institutions, and labour 
market institutions (employers’ organisations, trade unions).

Stakeholders having a strong role in the qualifications system can influence the 
design of the system, especially regarding the procedures of inclusion, in such a 
way that includes the interest and needs of different groups, not only those who 
have the strongest voice and impact on policy.

It has to be taken into account, however, that involving stakeholders in deciding on 
the inclusion of qualifications may slow down the dynamics of including successive 
qualifications in the system. The submitted qualification will be required to go 
through more steps in the decision making process. But involving stakeholders may 
significantly contribute to the coherence and quality of the system as well as the 
relevance of the qualifications system to the needs of wider groups of stakeholders. 

In the variant where social partners play a small role in the process of including 
non-formal sector qualifications in the system, they may participate in the inclusion 
process by acting as consultants to government decisions on inclusion or the 
assignment of NQF levels to qualifications, but their opinions are not binding on 
the government.

In the variant in which the role of public authorities is dominant, social partners 
are practically not involved at all in the process of including qualifications in the 
qualifications system.

4.8. Fees for including non-formal sector qualifications in the NQF 

The fees for including non-formal sector qualifications can play an important 
role in the qualifications system. Revenues from fees may be used to finance the 
development of the system. Fees, however, will affect the incentives to include 
qualifications in the system. If the fees are too high, stakeholders may be prohibited 
from submitting significant qualifications, from the perspective of society,  
especially those institutions developing qualifications that are not looking to  
profit from them (e.g. qualifications developed in the voluntary sector). On the other 
hand, fees can be seen as means of enhancing efficiency by providing appropriate 
price signals – a consumer who pays a portion of the cost of a good or service is 
unlikely to use it unless it corresponds to a real need. Therefore, deciding to set 
fees for including qualifications in NQF-based systems may prevent the system 
from being used by institutions lacking good quality offers but having the time to 
prepare and submit applications. Fees could therefore limit this kind of “frivolous” 
use of the system. 

Another decision to be taken is whether fees should be imposed for the inclusion 
of all types of qualifications or only some types. Usually, fees are set to cover the  
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costs of the inclusion process (costs of assessors, analysis, procedures), but they 
may be set below or above the actual cost of providing the service.

Two variants can be distinguished with respect to the issue of who pays for the 
submission of a qualifications in the system.

In the first approach, the state finances the whole process of including non-formal 
sector qualifications. This is the case in France. CNCP’s activities, like those of the 
ministry responsible for vocational training, are classified as public services and, in 
France, anything classified as a public service is free. Applications and inclusions 
do, however, involve a cost to the state. The Ministry of Labour primarily covers 
these costs, and the budget for handling applications and entering qualifications 
in the register is from the budget allocated to the Ministry of Labour, and cannot 
be separated from it. According to the country report for Croatia, it is envisaged 
that the process of including non-formal sector qualifications will be free of charge 
there as well. 

In the second approach, submitting bodies pay for the inclusion of a 
qualification and for being in the NQF-based qualifications system. This is the case 
in Ireland, Scotland, Poland, and Hungary. In Ireland, Poland, and Hungary, fees are 
determined by a centralised decision of public authorities, whereas in Scotland, the 
fees for inclusion are determined by the credit rating bodies (CRB) themselves. This 
results from the fact that a provider is able to choose the CRB to approach. 

Although fees vary (see Table 11), the main rationale in all these countries for 
introducing fees is to cover the administrative costs of analysing the submissions 
of qualifications, and not to earn profits for the state or CRB, in the case of Scotland.

It should also be noted that in some systems, fees are also paid by the institutions 
applying to become awarding bodies recognised by the system. This is the case in 
Ireland and Poland. In these two countries, if an institution is a first-time applicant 
to become an awarding body for a given qualification, it pays an extra fee for the 
assessment of its capacity. As mentioned previously, Ireland is an interesting case, 
as the QQI charges fees to include type A qualifications awarded in the higher 
education sector. 
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Table 11. Fees for including non-formal sector qualifications in the NQF

Croatia It is envisaged that there will be no fees. Including non-formal sector 
qualifications will be financed from the state budget.

Czech Republic In the Czech Republic, the development of NSK and including qualifications 
in its register was accomplished with ESF Funds. 

However, the approved government document stipulates that the Ministry 
of Education will cover roughly 70% of total annual costs to maintain and 
further develop the NSK. Within multi-source financing, 30% of the set 
annual costs will be covered by employers to finance the operation of 
sector councils.

France No fees in the system. 

Hungary Costs of the inclusion process for type B vocational training:  
a basic fee of EUR 322 + EUR 219 per training programme.

Official external inspection every two years is performed by a regional 
government office, which is paid for by the state budget.

Ireland 5 000–10 000 EUR for the submission of quality assurance procedures to 
be approved for new providers.

1 000–10  000 EUR for an application for the validation of a programme 
(qualification).

Poland Any entity applying to include a market qualification to the NQF is charged 
a fee of 2 000 PLN (approx. 500 EUR). 

Any entity applying to become an awarding body is charged a fee of  
10 000 PLN (approx. 2 500 EUR).

Scotland Costs of becoming a CRB: 4 600–8 000 EUR.

Each credit rating body sets its own fee rate scheme.

Source: Own elaboration based on the NQF-in country reports.

Fees may be charged not only for submitting a qualification to the system, but also 
for various activities relating to the qualification after it has been entered in the 
system. Examples of other possible funding mechanisms include: 

■■ Fees imposed on each issued certificate/qualification. The fee may the same 
for all qualifications or differentiated by the type of qualification or type of 
awarding body

■■ Fees imposed on the income earned by the awarding body resulting from the 
profits gained from the qualification

■■ Fees for quality assurance checks – audits by external bodies or institutions 

The fees relating to a qualification in the system usually serve to finance its 
operation. Sometimes they may be used to finance the external quality assurance 
mechanism (if there are no separate charges for this). 
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4.9. The formal, legal and financial benefits of having a qualification  
 included in an NQF-based qualifications system 

NQF-based qualifications systems are built in such a way as to create natural 
positive incentives for the inclusion of qualifications either in a short or longer 
period of time. 

However, in some systems, having qualifications included in the qualifications 
system may be linked to certain benefits for persons wanting to attain a given 
qualification, for example, in the form of scholarships or the co-financing of 
education costs. Solutions can also include direct benefits for awarding bodies, such 
as tax exemptions, subsidies for didactic facilities, or others. The aim of providing 
formal and legal benefits is generally to encourage the inclusion of qualifications in 
the system to an even greater extent. See the solutions utilised in France:

Box 4. Benefits of including qualifications in the NQF system – the case of France

To ensure that the list of existing qualifications is as comprehensive and clear as possible, the 
French government introduced measures to encourage entities to have their qualifications listed 
in the register. Inclusion affords the qualifications, and hence the organisations that apply for their 
inclusion, certain rights:

	to award the qualifications as part of apprenticeships

	to receive funding for some continuing training initiatives

	to receive funding to cover VAE leave

	to work in regulated professions

Source: NQF-in French Country Report. 

In Poland, discussions are underway about the issue of incentives and benefits, 
for example, at Stakeholders Council meetings and in the office of the Minister 
Coordinator, which are seen as crucial to encourage the inclusion of non-formal 
sector qualifications in the system. Several changes are being considered to the 
IQS Act (most likely to be amended at the end of 2018/beginning of 2019). The 
amendments will include a number of solutions to encourage involvement in the 
further development of the system.



Proposed Models of Including Non-formal Sector Qualifications in National Qualifications Frameworks

47

5. Proposed models of including non-formal sector 
qualifications in NQFs

As presented in Chapter 1, the models of including qualifications in NQF-based 
qualifications systems discussed in this report are developed by appropriately 
configuring selected variants distinguished for each of the listed 
characteristics.

As a reminder, we present these characteristics below:

1. Types of qualifications that may be included in an NQF-based qualifications 
system, according to the proposed typology of qualifications in the NQF-in 
Project,

2. Ownership of the qualifications included in an NQF-based qualifications 
system,

3. Allowable level of similarity of the qualifications included in an NQF-based 
qualifications system, 

4. Character of the legal regulations on including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system,

5. Scope of the regulations on including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system,

6. Degree of centralisation of the decisions taken on including qualifications in 
an NQF-based qualifications system, 

7. Role of different stakeholder groups in activities relating to the inclusion of 
qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system,

8. Fees for including qualifications in an NQF-based qualifications system,

9. The formal, legal and financial benefits of having a qualification included in an 
NQF-based qualifications system.

In this report, we assumed an understanding of the term “model” as a configuration 
of complementary legal, financial and organisational solutions on the inclusion of 
qualifications in a national qualifications system. 

5.1. Properties of a qualifications system

In proposing theoretical models for the process of including qualifications in 
a qualifications system, the starting point is the impact of a given variant or 
configuration of variants on the properties of qualifications systems, which are 
presented in the table below.
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Table 12. Properties of a qualifications system 

Properties Commentary 

Coherence of the national 
qualifications system 

Coherence of the qualifications system means that a coherent 
approach is used for all qualifications in the system − particularly 
in terms of the way qualifications are described, the assignment 
of NQF levels, the quality of validation and certification, credit 
transfer and accumulation, and the role of the recognition of 
prior learning. 

In this report, coherence of the system means that its basic 
assumptions apply to all included qualifications, but take into 
account the specificity of each sub-sector of the qualifications 
system. Therefore, coherence does not mean a “mechanical” 
unification across the whole national qualifications system. 

Incentives for stakeholders to 
include qualifications in the 
national qualifications system

Incentives are understood as solutions (procedures, benefits) 
that influence the motivation of different stakeholders to 
submit qualifications for inclusion in the qualifications system. 

Solutions in the national qualifications system may provide 
positive or negative incentives to stakeholders for submitting 
qualifications to be included in the system. 

Proliferation in the national 
qualifications system

First, for the purposes of this report, proliferation means that 
there are many similar qualifications in the qualifications system. 

In another perspective, proliferation also means that many 
bodies are able to fulfil similar roles within the national 
qualifications system (developing, submitting, assigning NQF 
levels, awarding).  

Absorption capacity of the 
national qualifications system

In this report, absorption capacity means the ability of the 
qualifications system to include a determined number of 
qualifications in the system in a given period of time.

It may occur that an NQF-based qualifications system provides 
strong incentives to submit qualifications, but that the system is 
not able to include them in an appropriate period of time.

Dominance of resourceful 
awarding bodies in the 
national qualifications system

An NQF based qualifications system might be designed in a 
way that promotes resourceful bodies (organisational, financial 
resources). 

This may be the result of policy aims or an unintentional 
consequence. 
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5.2. The relationships between the variants of characteristics and  
 the properties of qualifications system

Each given variant (or configuration of variants) distinguished for the characteristics 
of the qualifications system presented in this report can influence the properties 
presented above. It should be underlined that these variants can influence 
the properties of the system in various ways. Decision-makers designing 
systemic solutions for the inclusion of non-formal sector qualifications should 
take into account the impact of different variants on the various properties of the 
qualification system. 

For example, variants strengthening the coherence of a qualifications system may 
weaken incentives to submit qualifications for inclusion in the system. Variants 
providing incentives to submit qualifications can lead to excessive proliferation in 
the qualifications system. 

Below we present our hypotheses regarding the impact of each presented variant 
on the properties of a qualifications system. These hypotheses were formulated 
based on the analysis of seven country reports prepared within the project and 
discussions with the experts participating in the NQF-in Project, as well as based on 
the outcomes of the literature review.
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Having analysed Table 13, the following observations can be made:

■■ Some variants are assumed to impact more on the properties of the 
qualifications system than other variants. The variants of the largest assumed 
impact (impacting on at least three presented properties of the qualifications 
system) are:

 ū variant 2.2: qualifications included in the system become a public good 

 ū variant 5.1: specific regulations govern all significant elements in the process 
of including qualifications

 ū variant 5.2: only general guidelines are provided, leaving a wide margin of 
discretion for specific stakeholders

 ū  variant 6.1: one institution decides on including qualifications (as well as 
determines their level)

 ū variant 6.2: many institutions can decide on including qualifications (as well 
as determine their level) 

 ū variant 7.1: the roles of public authorities and social partners are balanced 
in the process of including non-formal sector qualifications in NQF-based 
qualifications systems. Social partners have a strong role. 

 ū variant 8.1: fees are incurred when including a qualification in the system.

■■ Some variants are in close synergy with other variants. Variants 2.1 and 3.1 are 
in close synergy favouring proliferation in the system whereas variants 2.2 and 
3.2 are in synergy to limit proliferation. Variants 4.1, 5.1, 6.1 are in close synergy 
and are assumed to strengthen the coherence of the system, whereas variant 
4.2, 5.2, 6.2 are assumed to weaken coherence.

■■ Variants that have the strongest impact on strengthening the coherence of 
the system (5.1, 6.1) and strongest impact on limiting proliferation (2.2, 3.1) at 
the same time contribute most to weakening incentives for stakeholders to 
submit qualifications to the system. 

■■ Variants assumed to have the greatest impact on strengthening the coherence 
of the system and to limit proliferation are assumed to strengthen the 
dominance of resourceful institutions.

■■ Variant 7.1, representing a balanced role of public authorities and stakeholders, 
is the only variant that is expected to strengthen the coherence of the system 
and to limit the dominance of resourceful institutions. 

In the table below, we present a summary of the assumed impacts of variants on 
the properties of a national qualifications system.
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Table 14. Assumed impacts of the variants on the particular properties of the national qualifications 
system

Assumed impact Variants

Strengthening 
coherence of the 
national qualifications 
system

Variant 2.2: qualifications included in the system become a public good

Variant 4.1: specific regulations on inclusion have the character of 
required legal norms

Variant 5.1: specific regulations govern all significant elements in the 
process of including qualifications

Variant 6.1: one institution decides on including qualifications (as well 
as determines their level)

Variant 7.1: the roles of public authorities and social partners are 
balanced in the process of including non-formal sector qualifications 
in NQF-based qualifications systems. Social partners have a strong role

Variant 8.1: fees are incurred when including a qualification in the 
system

Weakening coherence of 
the national qualifications 
system

Variant 4.2: specific regulations on inclusion do not have the character 
of required legal norms

Variant 5.2: only general guidelines are provided, leaving a wide margin 
of discretion for specific stakeholders

Variant 6.2: many institutions can decide on including qualifications (as 
well as determine their level)

Variant 8.1: no fees are incurred when including a qualification in the 
system

Strengthening incentives 
to submit qualifications to 
the national qualifications 
system

Variant 2.1: qualifications included in the system remain the property of 
the submitting institution

Variant 5.2: only general guidelines are provided, leaving a wide margin 
of discretion for specific stakeholders

Variant 7.1: the roles of public authorities and social partners are 
balanced in the process of including non-formal sector qualifications 
in NQF-based qualifications systems. Social partners have a strong role

Variant 8.2: no fees are incurred when including a qualification in the 
system

Variant 9.1: including qualifications in the system provides various types 
of formal and financial benefits to learners, training institutions and 
awarding bodies (scholarships, discounts, the right to seek financing or 
refunds)

Weakening incentives to 
include qualifications in 
the national qualifications 
system

Variant 2.2: qualifications included in the system become a public 
good

Variant 5.1: specific regulations govern all significant elements in the 
process of including qualifications

Variant 8.1: fees are incurred when including a qualification in the 
system
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Assumed impact Variants

Limiting proliferation

Variant 2.2: qualifications included in the system become a public 
good

Variant 3.1: similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system precludes the ability to include the submitted 
qualification in the system 

Variant 6.1: one institution decides on including qualifications (as well 
as determines their level)

Variant 8.1: fees are incurred when including a qualification in the 
system

Favouring proliferation

Variant 2.1: qualifications included in the system remain the property 
of the submitting institution

Variant 3.2: similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system does not preclude the ability to include the new 
qualifications

Variant 6.2: many institutions can decide on including qualifications 
(as well as determine their level)

Variant 8.2: no fees are incurred when including a qualification in the 
system

Increasing absorption 
capacities

Variant 6.2: many institutions can decide on including qualifications 
(as well as determine their level)

Variant 8.1: fees are incurred when including a qualification in the 
system

Decreasing absorption 
capacities

Variant 6.1: one institution decides on including qualifications (as well 
as determines their level)

Variant 7.1: the roles of public authorities and social partners are 
balanced in the process of including non-formal sector qualifications 
in NQF-based qualifications systems. Social partners have a strong 
role. 

Strengthening the 
dominance of resourceful 
institutions 

Variant 5.1: specific regulations govern all significant elements in the 
process of including qualifications

Variant 8.1: fees are incurred when including a qualification in the 
system 
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Assumed impact Variants

Weakening the 
dominance of resourceful 
institutions

Variant 2.2: qualifications included in the system become a public 
good

Variant 5.2: only general guidelines are provided, leaving a wide 
margin of discretion for specific stakeholders

Variant 7.1: the roles of public authorities and social partners are 
balanced in the process of including non-formal sector qualifications 
in NQF-based qualifications systems. Social partners have a strong role

Variant 8.2: no fees are incurred when including a qualification in the 
system

Variant 9.1: including qualifications in the system provides various 
types of formal and financial benefits to learners, training institutions 
and awarding bodies (scholarships, discounts, the right to seek 
financing or refunds)

5.3. Models

Policy documents formulated at the EU level (EQF Recommendation, New 
Skills Agenda for Europe, Cedefop, ETF, UNESCO, 2017) indicate that national 
qualifications frameworks referenced to the European Qualifications Framework 
should be coherent and transparent. 

National qualifications frameworks referenced to the European Qualifications 
Framework (EQF) can be important policy instruments to promote mobility 
and lifelong learning at the national as well as the European level. However, in 
order to be a policy reform driver, an NQF has to be open to the various types of 
qualifications awarded in different educational sectors: type A, B, C. But being open 
is not enough; the system should have incentives for stakeholders to submit their 
qualifications and at the same time, should protect its coherence as well as prevent 
excessive proliferation. 

In the NQF-in Project, models were constructed by configuring selected variants 
distinguished for each of the characteristics presented in this report. We propose 
four theoretical models of including qualifications in an NQF:

Model 1: Model for the coherence of an NQF-based national qualifications  
 system 

Model 2: Model for incentives to stakeholders to submit qualifications

Model 3: Model for the coherence of an NQF-based national qualifications  
 system moderately incentivising stakeholders to submit qualifications 

Model 4: Model for incentives to stakeholders to submit qualifications  
 and the moderate coherence of an NQF-based qualifications system
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The presented models were constructed based on an analysis of the relationships 
with variant 1.1. However, these models may also be useful in those systems 
allowing only certain types of qualifications to be included in national qualifications 
systems (variant 1.2).

The starting point in constructing these models was the observation that the 
variants with the strongest impact on the proposed properties of a qualifications 
system (variants: 2.2, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 8.1) are assumed to strengthen coherence, 
limit proliferation and weaken incentives for stakeholders to submit qualifications 
to the system. This observation implies that there may be a strong trade-off 
between the coherence of the system and incentives to submit qualifications. 

Assuming that the trade-off between coherence and incentives may be significant, 
Model 1 and Model 2 represent configurations assumed to lead to two opposing 
effects: strong coherence, no proliferation, few incentives, or weak coherence, 
proliferation, many incentives. 

Model 1 leads to the coherence of an NQF-based qualifications system in a country. 

Model 2 leads to incentives for stakeholders to submit qualifications to an NQF-
based system in a country. 

Model 3 was developed based on Model 1. In Model 3, some variants limiting 
proliferation were replaced by variants strengthening incentives. As a result, Model 
3 is still coherent but provides more incentives for submitting qualifications to the 
NQF. It is also assumed to favour proliferation more than Model 1.

Model 4 was developed based on Model 2. In Model 4, some variants strengthen-
ing incentives to submit qualifications to an NQF were replaced by variants 
strengthening coherence. Model 4 still provides strong incentives to stakeholders 
to submit qualifications and is still prone to proliferation, but at the same time, it 
strengthens coherence.

Based on the content of Table 13, more models could be proposed and analysed. 
We envisage that Table 13 could be good tool for analysing the assumed impact 
of different configurations of variants on the basic properties of a qualifications 
system. We also envisage that after discussions and consultations of this report 
with different groups of stakeholders, we could modify the models presented here.

If our observations regarding coherence, proliferation and incentives will be proven 
by other analyses, a discussion should be undertaken about how to promote NQF 
development in a way that enables many different types of qualifications to be 
included in national qualifications systems.

These four theoretical models provide a starting point in thinking about the 
use of models in designing the principles and procedures of including non-
formal sector qualifications in NQF-based qualifications systems.
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Model 1. Model for the coherence of an NQF-based national qualifications 
system 

Table 15. Configuration of variants in Model 1

Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

1. Types of qualifications that may be 
included in an NQF-based qualifications 
system, according to the proposed 
typology of qualifications in the NQF-in 
project 

Variant 1.1 
All types of qualification may be included in the 
qualifications system

Variant 1.2 
Only some types of qualifications may be included 
in the qualifications system 

2. Ownership of a qualification in an NQF-
based qualifications system

Variant 2.2 
Qualifications included in the system become  
a public good

Variant 2.1 
Qualifications included in the system remain the 
property of the submitting institution

3. Allowable level of similarity of the 
qualifications included in an NQF-based 
qualifications system 

Variant 3.1 
Similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system precludes the ability to include 
the submitted qualification in the system

Variant 3.2 
Similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system does not preclude the ability 
to include the new qualifications

4. Character of the legal regulations on 
including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 4.1 
Specific regulations on inclusion have the character 
of required legal norms

Variant 4.2  
Specific regulations on inclusion do not have the 
character of required legal norms

5. Scope of the regulations on including 
qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 5.1 
Specific regulations govern all significant elements 
in the process of including qualifications

Variant 5.2 
Only general guidelines are provided, leaving a wide 
margin of discretion for specific stakeholders



Proposed Models of Including Non-formal Sector Qualifications in National Qualifications Frameworks

67

Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

6. Degree of centralisation of the decisions 
taken on including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system 

Variant 6.1 
One institution decides on including qualifications 
(as well as determines their level)

Variant 6.2 
Many institutions can decide on including 
qualifications (as well as determine their level)

7. Role of different stakeholder groups 
in activities relating to the inclusion 
of qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 7.1 
The roles of public authorities and social partners 
are balanced in the process of including non-formal 
sector qualifications in NQF-based qualifications 
systems. Social partners have a strong role.

Variant 7.2 
Social partners have a weak role in the process of 
including non-formal sector qualifications in NQF-
based qualifications systems

Variant 7.3 
Social partners play no role in the process of 
including qualifications.

8. Fees for including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system

Variant 8.1: Fees are incurred when including a 
qualification in the system

Variant 8.2 
No fees are incurred when including a qualification 
in the system

9. The formal, legal and financial benefits 
of having a qualification included in an 
NQF-based qualifications system

Variant 9.2 
Including qualifications in the system provides no 
practical formal or financial benefits for various 
stakeholder groups

Variant 9.1 
Including qualifications in the system provides 
various types of formal and financial benefits to 
learners, training institutions and awarding bodies 
(scholarships, discounts, the right to seek financing 
or refunds)

Commentary: 

In constructing Model 1, the main aim was to select the combination of variants 
that ensure coherence (variants 4.1, 5.1, 6.1) and limit proliferation (variants 2.2, 
3.1, 8.1). 

This combination of variants is assumed to weaken incentives for stakeholders 
to submit qualifications (variants 2.2, 5.1, 8.1) as they will need to give up their 
ownership rights to the submitted qualifications and to pay fees for inclusion. 
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In Model 1, institutional and organisational requirements for including qualifi-
cations are set at a high institutional level. Following national rules that specifically 
regulate the process of including qualifications (selected variants 4.1 and 5.1) and 
fulfilling requirements to pay fees may be difficult conditions to meet for some 
stakeholders, e.g. voluntary and non-profit institutions. Resourceful institutions are 
more likely to have the necessary capacity required to develop new qualifications 
or adapt their existing ones to the requirements of the system. However, Model 1 
is expected to protect the national qualifications system against monopolisation 
by the largest institutions functioning in this area. No institution can block other 
institutions from awarding qualifications that were included in the national 
qualifications system (selected variant 2.2).

Model 1 assumes that the inclusion of qualifications will require more effort from 
the state as well as stakeholders, but at the same time the national qualifications 
system is expected to be more coherent. Therefore inclusion of qualifications in 
the system will provide a strong signal to all stakeholders − especially learners and 
employers − that qualifications with an assigned NQF level are meeting national 
standards across different areas of the qualifications system. However, the number 
of these qualifications being included in the system will increase at a slow pace.

Model 2: Model for incentives to stakeholders to submit qualifications 

Table 16. Configuration of variants in Model 2

Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

1. Types of qualifications that may be 
included in an NQF-based qualifications 
system, according to the proposed 
typology of qualifications in the NQF-in 
project 

Variant 1.1 
All types of qualification may be included in the 
qualifications system

Variant 1.2 
Only some types of qualifications may be included in 
the qualifications system 

2. Ownership of a qualification in an NQF-
based qualifications system

Variant 2.1 
Qualifications included in the system remain the 
property of the submitting institution

Variant 2.2 
Qualifications included in the system become a 
public good
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Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

3. Allowable level of similarity of the 
qualifications included in an NQF-based 
qualifications system 

Variant 3.2 
Similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system does not preclude the ability 
to include the new qualifications

Variant 3.1 
Similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system precludes the ability to include 
the submitted qualification in the system

4. Character of the legal regulations on 
including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 4.2 
Specific regulations on inclusion do not have the 
character of required legal norms

Variant 4.1 
Specific regulations on inclusion have the character 
of required legal norms

5. Scope of the regulations on including 
qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 5.2 
Only general guidelines are provided, leaving a wide 
margin of discretion for specific stakeholders

Variant 5.1 
Specific regulations govern all significant elements 
in the process of including qualifications

6. Degree of centralisation of the decisions 
taken on including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system 

Variant 6.2 
Many institutions can decide on including 
qualifications (as well as determine their level)

Variant 6.1 
One institution decides on including qualifications 
(as well as determines their level)

7. Role of different stakeholder groups 
in activities relating to the inclusion 
of qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 7.3 
Social partners play no role in the process of 
including qualifications.

Variant 7.1: The roles of public authorities and social 
partners are balanced in the process of including 
non-formal sector qualifications in NQF-based 
qualifications systems. Social partners have a strong 
role. 

Variant 7.2 
Social partners have a weak role in the process of 
including non-formal sector qualifications in NQF-
based qualifications systems
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Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

8. Fees for including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system

Variant 8.2 
No fees are incurred when including a qualification 
in the system

Variant 8.1: Fees are incurred when including  
a qualification in the system

9. The formal, legal and financial benefits 
of having a qualification included in an 
NQF-based qualifications system

Variant 9.1 
Including qualifications in the system provides 
various types of formal and financial benefits to 
learners, training institutions and awarding bodies 
(scholarships, discounts, the right to seek financing 
or refunds)

Variant 9.2: Including qualifications in the system 
provides no practical formal or financial benefits for 
various stakeholder groups

Commentary:

In constructing Model 2, the main aim was to select a combination of variants 
that support incentives to submit qualifications to the national system (variants 
2.1, 3.2, 4.2, 5.2, 6.2, 7.3, 8.2). As noted above, focusing on incentives can lead to 
proliferation and the lack of coherence in the qualifications system. 

In Model 2, the state is not required to develop specific rules on inclusion in the 
form of legal regulations (variants 4.1 and 5.1) which could allow the NQF system 
to include non-formal sector qualifications in a shorter period of time. 

The absorption capacity envisaged by this model may be high, as many institutions 
will be able to decide on including qualifications (e.g. ministries, state institutions, 
sectoral organisations, stakeholders’ councils). Stakeholders willing to submit 
qualifications in the system will not need to give up their ownership rights. 
Therefore, it is expected that including many new qualifications in the qualifications 
system is much easier than in Model 1.

Model 2 poses the risk that in the mid- and longer term, the system will become 
fragmented and unclear to learners and employers. This effect will probably differ 
in various countries.
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Model 3: Model for the coherence of an NQF-based national qualifications 
system moderately incentivising stakeholders to submit 
qualifications

Table 17. Configuration of variants in Model 3

Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

1. Types of qualifications that may be 
included in an NQF-based qualifications 
system, according to the proposed 
typology of qualifications in the NQF-in 
Project 

Variant 1.1 
All types of qualification may be included in the 
qualifications system

Variant 1.2 
Only some types of qualifications may be 
included in the qualifications system 

2. Ownership of a qualification in an NQF-
based qualifications system

Variant 2.1 
Qualifications included in the system remain the 
property of the submitting institution

Variant 2.2 
Qualifications included in the system become a 
public good

3. Allowable level of similarity of the 
qualifications included in an NQF-based 
qualifications system 

Variant 3.2 
Similarity to qualifications included earlier in 
the qualifications system does not preclude the 
ability to include the new qualifications

Variant 3.1 
Similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system precludes the ability to 
include the submitted qualification in the system

4. Character of the legal regulations on 
including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 4.1 
Specific regulations on inclusion have the 
character of required legal norms

Variant 4.2 
Specific regulations on inclusion do not have the 
character of required legal norms

5. Scope of the regulations on including 
qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 5.1 
Specific regulations govern all significant 
elements in the process of including 
qualifications

Variant 5.2 
Only general guidelines are provided, leaving 
a wide margin of discretion for specific 
stakeholders
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Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

6. Degree of centralisation of the decisions 
taken on including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system 

Variant 6.1 
One institution decides on including 
qualifications (as well as determines their level)

Variant 6.2 
Many institutions can decide on including 
qualifications (as well as determine their level)

7. Role of different stakeholder groups 
in activities relating to the inclusion 
of qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 7.1 
The roles of public authorities and social partners 
are balanced in the process of including non-
formal sector qualifications in NQF-based 
qualifications systems. Social partners have a 
strong role. 

Variant 7.2: Social partners have a weak role 
in the process of including non-formal sector 
qualifications in NQF-based qualifications 
systems

Variant 7.3 
Social partners play no role in the process of 
including qualifications.

8. Fees for including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system

Variant 8.1 
Fees are incurred when including a qualification 
in the system

Variant 8.2 
No fees are incurred when including a 
qualification in the system

9. The formal, legal and financial benefits 
of having a qualification included in an 
NQF-based qualifications system

Variant 9.2 
Including qualifications in the system provides no 
practical formal or financial benefits for various 
stakeholder groups

Variant 9.1 
Including qualifications in the system provides 
various types of formal and financial benefits 
to learners, training institutions and awarding 
bodies (scholarships, discounts, the right to seek 
financing or refunds)

Commentary: 

In constructing Model 3, Model 1 was taken as the starting point. The crucial 
difference between Model 3 and Model 1 relates to the ownership and the similarity 
of qualifications. 

In Model 3, stakeholders submitting qualifications will not need to give up their 
ownership rights (variant 2.1). Therefore, in Model 3, each awarding body that  
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included a qualification in the system is the owner of the qualification and no other 
institution can award the qualification without the consent of its owner. 

Implementing variants 2.1 and 3.2 could result in proliferation in the qualifications 
system. This effect will be exacerbated if the fees are set at low levels (or if there are 
no fees), or if the state provides strong benefits for including qualifications in the 
NQF system (variant 9.2). 

In Model 3, similarly as in Model 1, the institutional and organisational requirements 
for including qualifications are determined at a high institutional level. 

Model 3 protects the coherence of the system but provides more incentives 
for stakeholders to submit qualifications than Model 1 in a trade-off favouring 
proliferation. 

Model 4: Model for incentives to stakeholders to submit qualifications and 
the moderate coherence of an NQF-based qualifications system

Table 16. Configuration of variants in Model 2

Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

1. Types of qualifications that may be 
included in an NQF-based qualifications 
system, according to the proposed 
typology of qualifications in the NQF-in 
Project 

Variant 1.1 
All types of qualification may be included in the 
qualifications system

Variant 1.2 
Only some types of qualifications may be 
included in the qualifications system 

2. Ownership of a qualification in an NQF-
based qualifications system

Variant 2.1 
Qualifications included in the system remain the 
property of the submitting institution

Variant 2.2 
Qualifications included in the system become a 
public good

3. Allowable level of similarity of the 
qualifications included in an NQF-based 
qualifications system 

Variant 3.2 
Similarity to qualifications included earlier in 
the qualifications system does not preclude the 
ability to include the new qualifications 
 
Variant 3.1 
Similarity to qualifications included earlier in the 
qualifications system precludes the ability to 
include the submitted qualification in the system
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Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

4. Character of the legal regulations on 
including qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 4.1 
Specific regulations on inclusion have the 
character of required legal norms

Variant 4.2 
Specific regulations on inclusion do not have the 
character of required legal norms

5. Scope of the regulations on including 
qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications systema

Variant 5.1 
Specific regulations govern all significant 
elements in the process of including 
qualifications

Variant 5.2 
Only general guidelines are provided, leaving 
a wide margin of discretion for specific 
stakeholders

6. Degree of centralisation of the decisions 
taken on including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system 

Variant 6.2 
Many institutions can decide on including 
qualifications (as well as determine their level)

Variant 6.1 
One institution decides on including 
qualifications (as well as determines their level)

7. Role of different stakeholder groups 
in activities relating to the inclusion 
of qualifications in an NQF-based 
qualifications system

Variant 7.3 
Social partners play no role in the process of 
including qualifications.

Variant 7.1: The roles of public authorities and 
social partners are balanced in the process of 
including non-formal sector qualifications in 
NQF-based qualifications systems. Social partners 
have a strong role. 

Variant 7.2 
Social partners have a weak role in the process 
of including non-formal sector qualifications in 
NQF-based qualifications systems

8. Fees for including qualifications in an 
NQF-based qualifications system

Variant 8.1: Fees are incurred when including a 
qualification in the system

Variant 8.2 
No fees are incurred when including a 
qualification in the system
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Characteristics of a qualifications system Chosen Variants

9. The formal, legal and financial benefits 
of having a qualification included in an 
NQF-based qualifications system

Variant 9.1 
Including qualifications in the system provides 
various types of formal and financial benefits 
to learners, training institutions and awarding 
bodies (scholarships, discounts, the right to seek 
financing or refunds)

Variant 9.2: Including qualifications in the system 
provides no practical formal or financial benefits 
for various stakeholder groups

Commentary: 

In constructing Model 4, Model 2 was taken as the starting point. In Model 4, variants 
strengthening coherence (4.1, 5.1) and limiting proliferation (8.2) were introduced. 
As a result, Model 4 provides incentives to stakeholders to submit qualifications 
and is still prone to proliferation. However, at the same time, it strengthens the 
coherence of the system. 

In Model 4, the state is required to make the effort to develop specific regulations 
(variant 4.1) in the form of legal norms (variant 5.1). But in comparison to Model 
2, the state will not be required to provide substantial financial contributions to 
finance the inclusion of non-formal sector qualifications. Stakeholders need to pay 
fees for inclusion. 

The absorption capacity envisaged by Model 2 could be high, as many institutions 
will be able to decide on including qualifications. Therefore, this model anticipates 
that the number of new qualifications in the system can grow at a significant rate 
while maintaining moderate coherence of the qualifications system.
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