
Competence assessment for young people 
 
1 Introduction  

It is increasingly difficult for young people with low or no formal qualifications 

to find a job. However, even without formal training or labour market experience, 

young persons gather social and personal competencies. These “soft” competencies 

are essential for doing a good job. For some jobs, they may even be the most 

important elements of qualification. However, employers and those working with 

young people find it difficult to recognise and assess these informal competencies. 

Such assessment, though, is important to match employers and potential employees 

and to define training needs of an unemployed person. 

Globalisation, demographical change, technological advances, and the 

financial crisis have created major challenges for today’s societies. Individuals have 

to confront rapidly changing data and learn how to keep up with them. In order to 

function well in this “new” diverse world, the need for adaptability is no longer a 

choice. It is vitally necessary that individuals develop competencies in a wide range 

of fields, which will allow them to adapt to the evolutions and changes. To conclude, 

solely mastering certain skills is not enough anymore. As a matter of fact the so 

called hard skills, mainly proved by academic certificates, are rated as being of less 

direct relevance to companies. Instead of paying attention to narrowly defined skills 

and qualifications companies are placing more importance on the candidates’ 

personal qualities and attitudes which cannot be recognized through conventional 

diplomas and certificates (Grootings 1994). The workforce is expected to show 

flexibility, entrepreneurship qualities, personal responsibility, adaptability, innovation, 

creativity and in general a self-directed and a self-motivated attitude. 

While some European countries have developed widely accepted systems of 

competence assessment, others need to raise awareness and define methods and 

procedures for competence assessment. The project “Discovering Competencies – 

Tools for Your Future” thus aims at a transfer of good practices of competence 

assessment for disadvantaged young persons. The project is funded by the Lifelong 

Learning Programme of the European Commission as a Leonardo da Vinci Transfer 

of Innovation project. The following partner institutions and countries participate in 

the project:1 

 Denmark: Aarhus University – Department of Education (Copenhagen); 

                                                 
1 Further information on the project and the partner institutions can be found on www.discovering-
competencies.eu. 



 Germany: GIB Innovation Research and Consultancy (Berlin), in cooperation 

with Berlin Senate for Integration, Labour and Social Issues; 

 Greece: University of the Aegean (Rhodes) and Institute of Entrepreneurship 

Development (Larissa); 

 Sweden: Folkuniversitetet (Kristianstad). 

 
2 General benefits of competence assessment 

It is today common sense that nowadays’ companies need meaningful 

information on what job applicants and employees can actually do. Competences 

that individuals gain informally during the work process are not documented 

anywhere. This is a serious obstacle to the employability and thus the mobility of 

employees: they have to be able to demonstrate the wide range of their vocational 

competences to take complete advantage of potentials for employment and 

advancement. It is estimated that between 70% and 90% of a person’s competences 

are acquired outside of formal learning structures.2  Apart from the workplace itself, 

competence assessment can also be used as the basis for initiating and guiding both 

training and development. Individuals and employers are able to detect skill gaps and 

identify them as areas of positive growth potential (Riehl 1998). By identifying 

competency and skill gaps the organization is better able to lead the individuals to 

developmental proposals that meet their needs in relation to their needed fields of 

improvement (Riehl 1998). By doing this, employees are not obligated to go through 

redundant or unnecessary training – it is more specialized to help them advance as 

an individual.  

Thus, competence assessment can benefit both vocational education / 

training institutions and companies’ human resource departments, as it can help to 

match the employer’s needs (labour demand) with the suitable job candidate (labour 

supply). On the demand side the assessment of competences will make skills more 

transparent and transferable; thus planning and controlling the human resource 

procurement of the company will be much easier. In addition to school-leaving 

certificates the department for human resources will be provided with documents on 

informally acquired competences which allow a more detailed and specific 

evaluation. A standardized system of competence assessment can simplify the 

                                                 
2 Compare findings from the European survey on continuing vocational training CVTS, the survey on 
continuing vocational training of the Institut der Deutschen Wirtschaft (Institute of the German 
Economy - IW), the IAB-Betriebspanel (IAB company panel) as well as the Berichtssystem 
Weiterbildung VIII (Continuing Education Reporting System VIII); Weiß 2001. 
 
 



judgement of individual qualities as well as it can facilitate the comparability between 

applicants. Conducting competence assessment on a regular basis can further help 

companies to indentify skill gaps within their workforce. Another benefit from 

assessing competences can be seen in the empowerment of managers and 

supervisors. With the additional knowledge about the informal competences they 

may have a greater level of accountability towards their subordinates’ skill set. It will 

also give the top management additional information concerning staff development, 

deployment, outsourcing and hiring policies.  
On the supply side the workforce will also benefit majorly from the 

implementation of a structured competence assessment system and its methods. 

First of all, it can help unemployed persons to find a job because it supplies them 

with an objective indicator of an individual’s occupational skills and abilities. 

Moreover, it can ease the entrance into the formal training system as well as improve 

labour market eligibility. Competence assessment can also ease a promotion at the 

workplace: As an open mechanism it will contribute to the continuous acquisition of 

competences and even greater recognition of qualifications. All in all, competence 

assessment can empower each individual with the responsibility to develop their own 

competences consistently. A system which includes a comprehensive training 

system will enhance, guide and permit employees to be in an active condition of 

ongoing training. A structured system of competence assessment could be especially 

beneficial for those with low qualification levels (low and semi-skilled workers), for 

(long-term) young unemployed people, for disadvantaged social groups or for 

migrants, as it opens the way for the recognition of competences obtained in the 

work-environment and via other non-formal and informal pathways. 

 
3 The situation in Greece 

According to Eurostat latest figures, unemployment in the European Union is 

at its highest rate in more than a decade (9,3 %). For those under 25, however, the 

rate is more than twice that. In May 2011, the youth unemployment rate (under -25s) 

was 20,0 % in the Euro area and 20,4 % in the EU27, while Greece has reached the 

percentage of 38,5 % in the first quarter of 2011 

(http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-01072011-AP/EN/3-

01072011-AP-EN.PDF). Under such circumstances, young people have to struggle 

hard to remain employable. Lifelong learning participation is considered to be an 

important key to continuously enhance and improve vocational competences. Such 

an approach is estimated to allow young people to secure employment rather than 

just a job. So, a focus on transferable competences is more than necessary 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-01072011-AP/EN/3-01072011-AP-EN.PDF
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-01072011-AP/EN/3-01072011-AP-EN.PDF


nowadays. These competences could help young people feel more confident 

regarding three areas: (a) career development, (b) job attainment and (c) job survival. 

Thus, non-formal learning approaches could serve to further develop particular 

competences and behaviours of people who need it most (especially youngsters 18 

to 25). The path of non-formal education is becoming more and more a crucial 

complement to theoretic knowledge achieved through conventional formal 

approaches. So, youth employees participating in non-formal activities and gaining a 

certification for this are more likely to experience positive employment-related 

outcomes, even more if the labour-market structures officially recognise it. In this 

way, the assessment of non-formally and informally acquired competences has a 

potentially powerful role to play in broadening young people’s horizons beyond the 

constraints of formal education. 

A quite large number of adults in Greece have acquired a variety of vocational 

abilities and competences – by practicing an occupation – which are equal or even 

greater than the levels graduates have gained from formal training and education. 

These adults do not have formal training documents to certify the level of their 

competences. To receive recognition of their experience it is essential to develop a 

national system of competence assessment. The system should be able to link 

certain knowledge and competences obtained from experience to a particular level of 

formal vocational training. Moreover it should be possible to identify gaps in 

knowledge also in comparison with the vocational training level and consequently 

create a process to fill these gaps. It should also establish a process of certification 

and the provision of respective documentation. Indeed, it is vital to balance 

competences from formal training and non-formal competences, because many 

employees practise different occupations and specialisations without having attended 

any kind of training. ‘Opening’ the accreditation system is a crucial prerequisite to 

include the variety of knowledge, competences and abilities gained either through 

training or through experience. This could considerably boost the mobility of the 

workforce, enhancing their employability. An important aspect in the development of 

such a system is the vertical differentiation of the structures of specification / 

evaluation / certification, from the implementation structures. 

The matter of recognizing competencies which have not been acquired within 

the national education and training system can be seen as a crucial factor to increase 

the competitiveness of the Greek economy. Greater competencies can lead to 

increased viability of businesses and thereby reduce unemployment and can 

increase flexibility and work supply.  The recognition of competencies can also 

improve social justice as non-formal competences should be equal to those who 



have been recognised by formal documents in the context of employment and 

access to further training. In the long term it will improve the professional level of the 

workforce and improve the cooperative links between systems of education and 

employment (Turner 1999).  

 
4 A toolbox for competence assessment 

In order to raise awareness for the advantages of structured forms of 

competence assessment and in order to ease the testing and development of 

competence assessment among training institutions and employment agencies in 

Greece, the project team is developing a toolbox for competence assessment. This 

toolbox will be directed to practitioners in the field and will present the underlying 

ideas of competence assessment. Additionally and even more importantly, it will 

present exemplary instruments to be used in competence assessment and according 

tools such as questionnaires or observation guidelines. In doing so, the focus will be 

on subject-oriented and demand-oriented instruments that can be used to assess 

different kinds of “soft skills”, mainly social and personal competences. However, two 

to three tests regarding “hard skills”, e.g. analytical thinking, will be included, too. 

The following method areas and methods shall be included: 

Biographical methods / subject-oriented methods: 

 Profiling Interview 

 An accompanied self-evaluation with a focus on one’s learning 

and working biography 

Assessment centre methods / demand-oriented methods: 

 Observed group exercise “City building” or “Tower building” 

 Observed individual exercise “work organisation” 

Testing methods (independent from cultural backgrounds or national educational 

systems): 

 Media and presentation skills 

 Analytical thinking 

 General knowledge / vocational basic knowledge 

Examples for documentation and certification of assessment results 

  
 

For further details please visit the site of the project: 
http://www.discovering-competencies.eu/ 

 

http://www.discovering-competencies.eu/
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