
Since 2005, European companies’ training effort has been growing and practices 
have been diversifying. French companies, which were initially among those 
providing the most training, have shown great stability over time, having for the 
most part retained a model based on classroom-based training. The act on “The 
Freedom to Choose One’s Professional Future” (la loi Avenir professionnel), which has 
given companies an opportunity to introduce new practices, could make it easier for 
employees to maintain their competencies in adverse economic conditions.
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A comparative perspective on training in 
Europe: French companies hit a glass ceiling

Since the adoption of the Lisbon Strategy in 
2000, followed by that of the Europe 2020 
Strategy in 2010, continuing training for em-

ployees has been regarded as a major challenge for 
the knowledge economy within the EU. It is intended 
to contribute to economic growth and to increased 
competitiveness, accompanied by an improvement 
in both the volume and quality of jobs and greater 
social cohesion. The responsibilities and costs are 
shared in each member state between compa-
nies, individuals, the public authorities and the so-
cial partners. Although companies have not been 
allotted any precise targets for providing in-work 
training for their employees*, such provision is no-
netheless recognised as essential and is the object 
of a European regulation obliging member states to 
collect data from companies every five years**. Thus 
policy making and monitoring of the progress made 
by the various countries in this regard are based on 
indicators that are comparable in both space and 
time constructed on the basis of the Continuing 
Vocational Training Surveys (CVTS, cf. Box 3). Data 
from the last three waves of this survey (2005, 2010 
and 2015) can be used to analyse the way in which 
companies have developed their effort in this area. 

At a time when France has, as recently as 2018, 
launched a reform of vocational reform with a view to 
encouraging companies to make significant changes 
to their training practices, what lessons can be 
drawn from the comparative evolution of European 
companies’ training practices since 2005? How are 
French companies behaving compared with their 
neighbours? In order to reveal the French specifici-
ties, a typological analysis of the characteristics of EU 
member states has been carried out. Its aim was to 

identify the similarities and differences between the 
various countries using indicators describing compa-
nies’ investment in training, the intensity thereof and, 
above all, how it evolved between 2005 and 2015. It 
was not intended as a means of interpreting the ins-
titutional differences between the various European 
continuing vocational training systems, which are well 
known to be significant. 

Since 2005, European companies have 
become increasingly involved in training

In a variety of institutional forms, European compa-
nies are making increasing use of training, as illus-
trated by the rise in the share of companies providing 
training. In 2015, 73% of companies in the 28 EU 
member states organised training events for at least 
one member of their workforce, compared with only 
60% in 2005. In 2015, the highest share of companies 
providing training was found in Lithuania and Norway 
(99%) and the lowest in Greece (22%). France was in 
the upper part of the range (79% of companies provi-
ded training). In 2015, Greece and Romania were the 
only two countries in which companies provided little 
in the way of training for their employees (in red on the 
maps, cf. Box 1). The share of employees receiving 
training in those countries was only 20%. Although it 
remained at a moderate level, the involvement of Bul-
garian and Polish companies was rising at the end of 
the observation period, with rates of access to training 
of the order of 30% (in yellow on the maps, cf. Box 1).

From 2010 onwards, Belgium and Luxembourg stand 
out by virtue of the high level of their companies’ in-
volvement in training (in green on the maps), which 
was rising significantly compared with the earlier 

* The only quantitative 
target fixed by the Europe 
Strategy 2020 in respect 
of training concerns 
lifelong learning for 
adults: “Between now and 
2020, 15% of 15 to 64 
year olds should take part 
in education and training 
activities” (source: LFS).
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Evolution of training practices in Europe in 2005, 2010 and 20151

** Regulation (EC) No 
1552/2005 of the 
European Parliament 
and of the Council of 7 
September 2005 on 
statistics relating to 
vocational training in 
enterprises.

*** Italian companies 
may pay into an interpro-
fessional fund (there are 
19 active funds at the 
moment) depending on 
their sector of activity, the 
type of contract offered to 
employees and the forms 
of training provided. This 
triggered stiff competition 
between the funds, which 
led to polarisation, with 3 
funds covering 50% of the 
market. In 2016, almost 
one million companies 
were paying into a fund 
(71%) and slightly fewer 
than 10 million employees 
were covered (slightly 
more than half of all 
private-sector employees).

For the detail of the indicators: 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/

data/database?p_p_id=NavTree-
portletprod_WAR_NavTreeportlet-

prod_INSTANCE_nPqeVbPXR-
mWQ&p_p_lifecycle=0&p_p_

state=normal&p_p_mo-
de=view&p_p_col_id=co-

lumn-2&p_p_col_pos=2&p_p_col_
count=3

Sources: Eurostat data, CVTS3, 
CVTS4 and CVTS5. 

Design: Céreq.

data. The share of employees receiving training was 
the highest in Europe (54% and 62% respectively 
in 2015); the average number of hours of training 
courses was also the highest, at more than 35 hours 
per participant. It is also in these two countries that 
the differences between small and large companies 
were least marked. Thus this continuous increase 
in the average level of training provided by compa-
nies across Europe conceals different dynamics that 
raise questions about the links between companies’ 
training practices and the economic and institutional 
contexts. These dynamics attest in part to the diver-
sity of national configurations, in which the vocational 
training systems are located at the point at which the 
issues facing public policies and a range of different 
actors (including the education system, labour mar-
ket, institutions and public authorities involved in the 
organisation of vocational training and industrial rela-
tions)  intersect.

The great stability of French companies

In 2005, French companies were among those in 
Europe that were most involved in training their 
employees. Their involvement had increased conti-
nuously since the 1971 Act and had plateaued by the 
beginning of the 1990s. Despite a series of reforms, 

notably from 2004 onwards and the Act on Lifelong 
Vocational Training, the indicators of French compa-
nies’ training effort, such as the share of companies 
providing training (74% in 2005, 79% in 2015) or the 
average number of hours of training provided per 
employee (12.8 hours in 2005, 12.4 hours in 2015), 
remained little changed between 2005 and 2015. 
With almost 50% of employees taking part in at least 
one training event each year and an average length of 
training courses of the order of 25 hours, France re-
mained at or around the European average for these 
indicators, with training used principally to  enable 
employees to adapt to a new job. 

While French companies are fairly heavily and re-
gularly involved in workforce training through the 
organisation of training courses (dark blue on the 
map), they make less use of other forms of training 
(lectures, seminars, job rotation and on-the-job 
training) and recruit fewer apprentices than those 
in other European countries. From this point of 
view, Finland has a trajectory comparable to that 
of France, with Finnish companies’ level of invol-
vement in training remaining very stable between 
2005 and 2015. However, while these two coun-
tries’ indicators and their evolution are similar, the 
paths taken and the objectives allotted to in-com-

An ascending hierarchical classification was constructed on the basis of five indicators: the share of compa-
nies providing training regardless of the mode of training in question, the share of companies providing trai-
ning other than CVT courses, the share of employees having access to CVT courses, the number of hours of 
CVT courses per employee and the share of companies recruiting apprentices. On this basis, five types were 
characterised depending on the degree of company involvement in continuing vocational training as well as 
the importance they give to certain modes of training (types represented in turquoise, green and blue). The 
country-year pairs were then regrouped by year, thereby making it possible to track the evolution specific to 
each of the countries.

High level of company involvement in continuing training, more specifically in the form of 
classroom-based training programmes

Very high level of company involvement, notably through the intensive use of on-the-job 
training and apprenticeships
Very high level of company involvement, notably in terms of the number of employees given 
training and the number of hours’ training completed

Moderate level of company involvement in continuing training for all 5 indicators

Low level of company involvement in continuing training for all 5 indicators

Data not available

2005

2010 2015



Increase in on-the-job training in Europe since 20052
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EU 28 average 33.1%

France 29%

EU 28 average 34.2%

France 23.5%

EU 28 average 44.2%

France 23.5%

developed in cooperation with professionals in the 
field in question. University governing bodies often 
include among their members representatives of in-
dustry and public life. The governing bodies of the 
Fachhochschulen (universities of applied sciences) 
actively involve the social partners in accreditation.

pany training differ significantly. In France over 
this period, the public authorities emphasised the 
development of continuing vocational training as 
a means of raising company performance and se-
curing individual trajectories, notably those of em-
ployees in small firms and the least well qualified. 
In Finland, on the other hand, training was used 
mainly to deal with the ageing of the working po-
pulation, with corporate restructuring and with re-
dundancies. In 2018, the two countries embarked 
on a reform of their training systems, encouraging 
individuals to construct their own futures at work 
by offering more flexible and individualised training 
pathways. Another feature shared by the two coun-
tries is that measures have been taken to expand 
on-the-job training within companies. 

When companies combine training and work 
to develop skills

Under the heading of lifelong training, the forms 
of training on offer in Europe have become increa-
singly diversified, with the development in particu-
lar of on-the-job training and training based on job 
rotation. Thus in 2005, 33% of European compa-
nies had made use of on-the-job training, a figure 
that had risen to 44% in 2015 (cf. maps Box 2). 
Over the same period, the share of French com-
panies using that form of training remained stable. 
It is true that, to a greater extent than in other Eu-
ropean countries, the French legislative and regu-
latory framework long favoured training courses.  
Nevertheless, since the 2018 Act on the Freedom 
to Choose One’s Professional Future, which defines 
on-the-job training programmes as a separate form 
of training, France could in future  become part of 
the European trend.

In this connection, a small number of countries stand 
out by virtue of companies that, from 2005 onwar-
ds, have not only been very heavily involved in CVT 
courses but have also promoted work to raise em-
ployees’ skill levels (in turquoise on the maps). And 
in addition to providing numerous on-the-job training 
opportunities, they also make significant use of ap-
prenticeships. The behaviour of German companies 
is emblematic of the way in which these companies 
use work as a basis for training: in 2015, 64% took 
on apprentices (55% in 2005) and 64% provided 
on-the-job training (48% in 2005). A study by Ce-
defop highlights the fact that Denmark, Germany 
and Austria are countries in which the emphasis has 
long been on the acquisition of practical knowledge, 
where young people in particular “learn by doing”. 
In Denmark, for example, the Ny Mesterlære (New 
Apprenticeship) scheme, launched in 2010, even 
includes a whole year spent in a company without 
any theoretical training. In these three countries, the 
high level of coordination between employers and 
the social partners in order to ensure adequate flows 
of skilled labour and to encourage innovation and 
growth should be highlighted. Within this framework, 
companies play a central role in both the provision 
of teaching and the funding of initial vocational trai-
ning. In Austria, for example, including in higher edu-
cation, training programmes are, to a large extent, 
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A strong link between economic growth and 
the use of training 

Companies’ training effort evolves as the economic 
situation changes. In France, analysis of the long-run 
data derived from the 2483 tax declarations detai-
ling companies’ CVT contributions, has shown that 
companies provide less training when the economic 
situation deteriorates. This applies particularly to 
small companies. Whereas the training offer of com-
panies with more than 50 employees remains stable, 
small companies are more sensitive to the business 
cycle. In 2015, only 45% of French companies with 
between 10 and 20 employees provided training eve-
ry year. For the others, training needs are not syste-
matic and regular but rather constitute a response 
to an economic dynamic. In other words, small firms 
have a more instrumental vision of training than larger 
ones. They provide training mainly when they judge 
that they need to do so. 

In Spain, companies’ use of training expanded from 
2005 onwards against a background of strong eco-
nomic growth, attesting to the connection between 
training and economic growth. Spanish companies 
gradually invested in employee training on a mas-
sive scale. Within ten years, they had finally caught 
up with the European companies that provide the 
most training. In 2005, 20% of Spanish companies 
restricted their training effort because they had dif-
ficulties evaluating their employees’ needs; by 2015, 
only 4% were in that situation. This recent training 
dynamic can be explained by the high rate of econo-
mic growth during the period (compared with other 
countries) and by the incentives incorporated into 
a series of laws and agreements between the state 
and the social partners. Companies have to pay a trai-
ning contribution of 0.7% of their labour costs (0.6% 
paid by the employer, 0.1% by employees) but at the 
same time can take advantage of incentivising mea-

sures whereby those that provide training for their 
employees can deduct the costs of that training from 
the contributions. Furthermore, the funds are pooled 
and then distributed to the benefit of smaller compa-
nies. Beyond the period under consideration, Spain 
has continued to reform its vocational training sys-
tem. In 2015, the government introduced a right to 20 
hours’ training for any worker with at least one year’s 
seniority and launched individual training accounts. 
The Spanish results can be interpreted in the light of 
the effects produced in France by the founding 1971 
act, which made expenditure on training compulsory 
and accorded an important role to the social partners, 
resulting in an expansion of training by companies, 
which up to that point had been particularly low. 

In Portugal too, training in companies was given fresh 
impetus by a far-reaching reform in 2005 that made it 
compulsory to provide 35 hours’ training per year for 
each employee, the aim being to raise skill levels in 
the population as quickly as possible. 

In Italy, companies’ involvement in training has in-
creased significantly since the creation of the so-
called fondi interprofessionali***, one of the impor-
tant measures introduced by the 2000 reform. Italian 
companies can pay into the interprofessional fund 
of their choice depending on their sector of activity, 
the type of contract offered to their employees or the 
forms of training put in place. 

In these various countries, the growth of compa-
nies’ involvement in the training of their employees 
is largely a phenomenon confined to small and me-
dium-sized enterprises. Following in the footsteps of 
larger companies, it is they that have brought about 
the most significant changes in training intensity and 
practices. 

Against the background of the economic crisis that 
Europe faces following the COVID-19 pandemic, what 
will become of companies’ investment in employee 
training? As France Stratégie [1] notes, “company 
performance will also depend on flexible forms of 
work organisation capable of rapidly optimising skill 
and knowledge management while at the same time 
developing the capabilities for continuing learning”. 
Significantly increasing the importance attached to 
work-based training and to learning forms of work or-
ganisation is undoubtedly the path to be considered 
for companies that may well see a rapid decline in 
the budgets allocated to training. Such a proposition 
might turn out to be easier to implement in countries 
in  which companies are already making extensive use 
of the opportunities work affords for training. Will the 
conjunction of the economic context and the new le-
gislative framework encourage companies in France 
to diversify their modes of skill development?

The Continuing Vocational Training Survey3

Céreq, in coordination with the French Ministry of Labour, is responsible for the 
French section of the Continuing Vocational Training Survey (CVTS) coordinated by 
Eurostat. CTVS is the object of a European regulation (No 1552/2005) that obliges 
member states to gather data every five years from companies with 10 employees 
or more in the market sector (principally). Data are collected on companies’ in-
vestment in their employees’ continuing vocational training and training actions 
financed fully or at least partly by companies. Its main purpose is to provide 
Eurostat with indicators that are comparable across Europe and over time. The 5th 
wave in 2015 was carried out by the 28 countries that were EU member states at 
the time, Norway and North Macedonia. The size of the CVTS-5 sample for the 24 
countries whose data are available is approximately  111,000 companies 
(Belgium, Bulgaria, Czechia, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Spain, France, Italy, 
Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, 
Slovenia, Slovakia, Finland, Sweden, UK and Norway).
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