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Introductory note 

This document reports the conclusions of two Focus Groups organised by the Italian partnership of 

EULEP project, in the framework of the activities of WP2 - Market Analysis. The Focus Groups were 

aimed at investigating the knowledge and use of SI and related skills needs, from the point of view of 

different players of the tourism sector. Meetings were held online (via Zoom platform) on March 30th 

(panel "Experts/Training-University" and panel "Enterprises") involving participants from the business 

world, universities and sector experts, lasted two hours each and were led by external moderators: a 

tourism expert (Mrs. Flavia Coccia) and an expert in Focus Groups’ moderation (Mr. Fulvio Pellegrini). 

The Focus Groups were recorded, while internal Unioncamere staff members acted as back-up note-

takers. Please refer to the individual reports attached for details. 

Aim of EULEP project 

EULEP (European Learning Experience Platform) is a four-year European project (1st June 2022-31st 

May 2026), funded by Erasmus+ Programme. It brings together 20 organisations from 8 countries 

(Belgium, Austria, Cyprus, Spain, France, Italy, Latvia, Turkey), working together to make C- VET 

(Continuing vocational education and training) more attractive for lifelong learning, offer businesses 

new and tailor-made training modules that correspond to their skills needs in innovation oriented 

subjects (Artificial Intelligence, Virtual Reality and Social Innovation), establish or reinforce knowledge 

triangles at regional and national level thanks to the triangulation business - VET provider - European 

Digital Innovation Hub (EDIH), embed VET in regional economic development strategies and reinforce 

its governance, putting it on a sustainable path. 

The project activities directly target VET providers, companies, potential VET learners from different 

horizons, EDIHs, public authorities and other stakeholders involved in the VET governance process or 

dealing with VET more widely. 

We invite you to explore the project website, even to follow later the activities of EULEP learning 

experience Platform: https://eulep.eu/about-eulep/ 

Aim of Work Package 2 

The aim of Work Package 2 was to lay the ground for the development of the training modules of the 

EULEP platform, through four specific goals:  

• to identify the level of awareness and training needs of companies in the fields of Artificial 

Intelligence (AI), Virtual Reality (VR), Social Innovation (SI); 

• to check the extent to which existing training modules meet companies’ training needs and to come 

up with the best possible training scenario that meets companies’ needs; 

• to lay the basis for the future recognition of the newly developed training modules at national level 

(either as standalone modules or as part of larger curricula);  

• to define common criteria for the development of transnational VET training modules. 

https://eulep.eu/about-eulep/
https://eulep.eu/about-eulep/
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Training needs of companies in the fields of AI, VR and SI were highlighted following a bottom-up and 

user-centred approach, through surveys and desk research in the participating countries.  

Moreover, Italian country hub organised additional qualitative Focus Groups to study in depth skill 

needs of companies in the tourism sector and its supply chain on the selected topics. The FGs were 

attended by representatives of SMEs (Chambers of Commerce, entrepreneurs and managers), HEIs 

(ITS networks and universities), VET and tourism sector experts. 

The results of the survey, analysed and shared with the project partners, are presented in this report, 

which will form a basis for further review at education/VET provider level and for discussion in the 

VET councils. 

Topic addressed 

During the Focus Groups, the moderators sought to bring out the speakers’ opinion in relation to the 

skills gap and training needs on highly innovative topics such as those identified by the EULEP project. 

They stimulated discussion and guided the debate through topics deemed indicative of tourism sector 

development, in relation to the level of knowledge, use and understanding of the tools. 

In particular, they aimed to detect: 

1. what Social Innovation in tourism means: its perimeter, scope, applications; 

2. who makes Social Innovation? 

3. goals related to Social Innovation in business strategies; 

4. obstacles/opportunities in applying Social Innovation in tourism enterprises (internal and 

external); 

5. adopted models of Social Innovation in tourism; 

6. how to stimulate the adoption of Social Innovation solutions/models; 

7. financial investment for innovation; 

8. networks for entrepreneurial risk reduction; 

9. how to activate the Learning Chains  
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Findings 

What Social Innovation in tourism means: perimeter, scope and applications 

The definition of Social Innovation used in the EULEP project was proposed in advance to the speakers, 

who accordingly provided their own definition. The aim was to enable a comparison between different 

interpretations of social innovation as a process. 

According to EULEP project, Social Innovation can be defined as the development and implementation 

of new ideas (products, services, and models): 

• to meet social needs 

• to create new social relationships or collaborations. 

Social Innovation is aimed at improving human well- being. Social innovations are innovations that 

are: 

• social at both their ends and their means 

• not only good for society but enhance individuals’ capacity to act”. 

The account of participants’ professional experience helped us to extract some important cross-

cutting factors that allowed us to better contextualize the social innovation process, through its 

founding principles. 

Below are the definitions of Social Innovation provided by our interlocutors.  

Social innovation: 

• creates sustainable solutions 

• creates value for both market and the local community, beyond merely economic dynamics 

• is a multi-level process with multiple components that must be integrated with the territorial 

network system. Tourism should not be looked at as an assemblage of commercial activities, 

but as a process of activities geared at enhancing territory 

• in tourism, it is a process that allows citizens in a local community to meet visitors interested 

in learning about their reality (and that can thus be defined “temporary citizens”) 

• is a phenomenon that enables and amplifies relations among people (community, permanent 

citizens, temporary citizens) and generates social sustainability, positive relations, shared 

values 

• is an interpretative framework that highlights responsible innovation processes related to 

environmental impacts and development of social relations fostering participation and 

cooperation in a local community 

• is not characterised by a specific entrepreneurial mandate. However, it can contribute to 

overcoming social challenges, through products and services, including market, but especially 

through the creation of new partnerships 

• day-to-day, it can help change the business model through non-charitable forms of 

professional and social inclusion (e.g., type B cooperation). 
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Some risks have also been highlighted, due to an “omnibus” use of two polysemous terms: innovation 

and social (terminological toxicity). 

On the one hand, there is the risk of identifying “innovation” with digitisation. On the other hand, 

digitisation is useful and necessary to qualify innovative paths by improving their effectiveness, 

efficiency, sustainability and transferability, but in no case coincides with innovation itself. 

The term “social”, for its part, run the risk of being understood as merely “welfare” and the generic 

creation of opportunities for sociality or inclusion. For our interlocutors, this can represent an 

opportunity to bring people together again and, in terms of community, create paths able to generate 

income, work, meaning, and happiness (Maslow). 

Entrepreneurs particularly pointed out the topic of social fragility and companies’ specific tasks to deal 

with it. Social Innovation appears, therefore, as a process that starts from the ability to refer to a 

specific social fabric in a given territory, towards which it acts with “experimental” and not completely 

replicable practices, to: 

• promote social and professional inclusion of fragile subjects 

• improve attractiveness and full satisfaction of "fragile" users’ tourist experience. 

Again, the combination of the words “innovation” and “social” make the concept of social innovation 

evocative and heuristic, that is, not yet fully defined. 

On the one hand, making innovation means enabling a positive evolution of reality, starting from the 

needs of the weakest and most distressed people, who represent the benchmark of change strategies 

and those who can validate the effectiveness and positivity of an innovative practice.  

On the other hand, the social dimension of tourism evokes concepts such as “sociality”, local society 

or socialization of experiences, which take the form of processes in which 'change' and 

'social/interpersonal relations' are constantly present together. 

There is no innovation without a change in people's behaviour, whether they are producers or users 

of tourism experience. 

This presupposes a strong focus on the social history of the territory, to its peculiarities, opportunities 

and challenges. Thus, all participants perceive themselves as champions and witnesses of this 

approach, each through their specific business experience. 

 

Who makes social innovation? 

When it comes to defining the optimal size of the enterprise acting in the field of social innovation, 

the debate highlights a strong dichotomy between small and large enterprises. 

Even if “small is not always beautiful”, a significant predilection for small size resists, due to specific 

reasons:  

• entrepreneur biography 

• start-ups organizational profile 

• preference for a face-to-face sociality, fuelled by close, on-sight relationships. 
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A specific personal characterization of innovative entrepreneurs also emerged, who, in order to 

"control" and encourage the rooting of innovation, need to maintain a 360-degree view, and this fits 

better in the small-sized company. The medium/large size introduces elements of management 

complexity and variables that, by increasing the entropy of the entrepreneurial system, deeply 

modifies and fragments the management of the experience. 

One might conclude, as one of the speakers did, that if participation is the lens through which to 

observe operational effectiveness, it’s also the main factor in extending participation to other potential 

recipients. 

 

Goals related to Social Innovation in business strategies: is it a reason for a birth or a market 

opportunity (mission vs. market strategy)? 

One of the main knots related to possible business strategies in tourism is the way of understanding 

the territory.  

Territory has opportunities, local culture, histories, ways of seeing the environment and its infinite 

resources. 

The red thread that binds entrepreneurial experiences is linked to the concept of sustainability as 

sustainable use of territorial (human, instrumental, financial, relational) resources. 

Even when it comes to digital, the focus is on building an ecosystem where digital takes on a growing 

but not exclusive importance, making previously unimaginable processes and paths possible.  

Speakers agree that competitiveness is linked to digital but also to participatory processes aimed at 

involving as much as possible tourists as temporary citizens, in an experience that starts from territory 

and the whole offer of territorial tourist assets, including digital ones (where available). 

This means that competitiveness is made up of size-related ingredients: 

• political 

• managerial 

• technological ones. 

But that is not all. Competitiveness goes hand to hand with a broader and richer vision of territory, 

that tourism companies, with their specific value, help to create. In this vision companies’ social 

innovation paths are grafted, which look at environmental, social, economic and technical 

sustainability. Through the latter an attempt is made to combine the demand for tourism and its use 

supported by new technologies. 

This process makes use of widespread entrepreneurial systems in which “social” is combined with 

“entrepreneurial” to build a new paradigm of sustainable tourism. This paradigm is based on: 

• adaptability to the environment 

• sustainability 

• social participation. 

In the current phase of tourism development, alliances, joint working platforms and the growth of 

skills are crucial. 
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In the corporate vision, barriers to entry of new competitors are not considered important, thanks to 

the uniqueness and intrinsic and often unrepeatable characteristics of the promoted innovation. 

Some of the good practices observed in the focus groups have the merit of creating job opportunities 

for disadvantaged people. For companies that target fragile audiences this is part of the corporate 

mission and integral to the very concept of social innovation. 

Demonstrating that in one’s own sector and/or profession there are no insurmountable barriers to 

access for any type of physical, psychic and/or sensory difficulty, becomes fundamental. 

Tourist experience can act as a lever for changing the system of opportunities in two ways: for those 

who work in the sector and for those who use specific dedicated services.  

This makes the quality of hospitality an identity factor of the tourism offer as well as a value more in 

general. 

A hospitality made up of experiences and that can be defined as “sensitive hospitality”: sensitive to 

change, diversity, personalized demand, personal growth through experience. 

Innovative practices addressed to fragile and/or needy people thus become an "exercise" to test 

activities that can be addressed to all clients in the future. 

Fragile clientele is the bearer of a demand for specialization in tourism offer, for dedicated goods and 

services. However, such niche requests contain the seeds of a deeper change, fostering the transition 

from sporadic or incremental innovation to a real paradigm shift, where it will be possible to better 

interpret the elements of break with the previous paradigm.  

Thus, many elements addressed during the debate are still "experimentations" that cannot be 

generalized now. 

Very different systems and experiences coexist in the background, where: 

• the information gap on the experience’s dissemination 

• the rarefaction of the contamination processes, 

delay the developments of the experiences. 

Our interlocutors complain that, although useful to the overall development of the system, innovators 

are not determinants or drivers in tourism general transformation at the territorial level, but can 

provide virtuous examples, in some cases successful and/or economically profitable. 

In any case, innovative tourism enterprises are credited with empathy, intuition, ability to bind to the 

social history of the territory (wealth and fragility), resourcefulness and creative thinking. Small size, 

as noted above, acts as a glue and a prerequisite for "feasibility." 

 

Obstacles/opportunities in applying Social Innovation in tourism enterprises (internal and 

external ones) 

Tourism is one of the productive sectors where a change of vision at a territorial level (sustainability 

and innovation) can be faster and more visible. This triggers entrepreneurial and relational paths that 

may be easily perceived as different, challenging and engaging. 

Tourism companies that make social innovation are recognized for distinctive and valuable features, 

such as empathy, intuition, ability to bind with the territory, resourcefulness and creative thinking. 
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However, talking about the accommodation industry, speakers underlined that hotels are lagging far 

behind in adapting to sustainability needs and compliance rules (including those expressly provided 

for by law). 

Moreover, one of the most difficult problems to overcome in the long term is a persistent lack of 

overview of tourism evolution (inputs and outputs) in terms of sustainability and of social innovation. 

Even environmental sustainability should not be limited to the protection of the existing environment 

(as it is reductively interpreted today) but aimed, above all, at its improvement. 

The decisive role of intermediate bodies is recalled by all present: 

• to make innovations possible for small companies characterised by widespread financial 

fragility (through institutional funding) 

• to disseminate and consolidate a widespread cooperation that promotes trust and 

collaboration between local players (territorial social capital). 

For entrepreneurs participating in the focus group, coming from social tourism experiences, one 

diriment factor is the sharing of the corporate mission by employees, which allows to overcome the 

bottlenecks of temporary cash crunches also due to tourism seasonal nature. 

Furthermore, a progressively favourable social fabric for innovation and proactive public 

administrations, capable of enhancing experiences, are other essential factors. 

The concentration of innovation experiences in already widely exploited tourist areas demonstrates 

that it is the result of contamination and territorial contiguity: just think of the Romagna Riviera or 

contiguous areas, where entrepreneurship, while moving along a border line, is always able to exploit 

existing experiences and identify ever wider and more significant fields of innovation.  

Among them the hotel stands aimed at seasonal operators, designed to solve the housing problem of 

tourist operators in the high season. The offer of decent and low-cost residential services has 

significantly improved the quality of professional life of these operators, with consequent positive 

effects on the quality of services rendered. 

The possibility of spreading similar experiences in other attractive Italian destinations should be 

explored. No doubt that their replicability is severely limited by organized crime, that presides over 

the economic development of tourist territories, and, last not least, by the lack of change awareness 

in Public Administrations and intermediate bodies, whose willingness to invest would assure a kind of 

public venture capital 

 

Adopted models 

Speakers’ different backgrounds, both cultural and technical, did not allow for the definition of 

working models, but rather of shared visions and watchwords. 

We can summarize them as follows. 

Development of social innovation paths in tourism is based on: 

• the history of community and the ways of using collective assets, artefacts and territorial 

experiences. In this sense, experience is strongly centred on a “local” dimension; 
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• community chain as a value, rediscovery of community ties of which tourist experience may 

be the glue, in a new conceptualization of the tourist asset; 

• productive effects generated by the enrichment of the tourist asset in a social sense, 

characterized by the relationship with the host community. 

The concept of sustainability is enriched and becomes a real cultural approach and a new imprinting 

of the tourist experience. 

Social innovation must therefore be “shaped” and made consistent with local cultural, social, technical 

and relational needs. 

This amounts to offering a high-quality product, but it is not the same as tourism for “excluded” 

people. 

Such conceptual premises enable to build a holistic, unified and non-fragmented vision of the tourist 

experience. 

Rather than models, our interlocutors gave us back recursiveness linked to a strong value dimension 

and a perception of the “frontier” of innovation. 

First, fragile people placement represents both an opportunity and a working model. Indeed, the 

speakers suggested considering the cases presented as evidence of their feasibility and replicability: 

just think of severely disabled workers (i.e. waiters in social restaurants) who directly deal with 

customers. 

According to our interlocutors, these realities bring a double empowerment: 

• for workers, who can become aware of their professional experience 

• for tourists, who meet a new reality, learning about a social problem and its solution, offered 

in a very interesting two-way "educational" perspective. 

Within these professional experiences, emphasis is placed on the need to overcome precarious forms 

of engagement (e.g., internship) in favour of stable ones, that can activate motivational drives 

essential to undertake an experience of change, even on a personal level. 

The need to foster experiences’ contamination through platforms where businesses can meet and 

develop positive projects and economies is, likewise, recalled. 

Besides the problem of innovators, issues related to overcoming seasonality and developing internal 

areas, which suffer from depopulation more than others, were widely present in the debate, alongside 

the proposal to focus on a widespread and "interstitial" entrepreneurship, aimed at enhancing or 

bringing to light existing professional and/or entrepreneurial experiences, starting from old 

experiences, new needs and ad hoc skills.  

From this point of view, social innovation is not so much something “new” as something “renewing”, 

capable of keeping alive the social and economic history of a territory in its own way. i.e., through 

non-generalizable experiences: this confirms the very specific and local, even if strongly visionary, 

fibre of innovators. 

"Social tourism", "sensitive hospitality" become guides for the construction of work and business 

models, enriched by the contribution of all the companies that share the same territorial mission and 

an idea of social innovation conceived as an extension of rights, including tourist experience, to all 
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audiences. This is the case of a company working on a software for classifying tourist offer from the 

point of view of facilities’ accessibility: this tool is not only a map of fruition opportunities for a 

specialized (fragile) public, but a push to define a benchmark which, starting from those who have the 

most difficulties, extends to all, from the point of view of “usable universal territorial good”. 

Other niche practices emerged, related to the mobility of people with disabilities as well, such as 

Destination for all (protocol) that give people with special accessibility needs the role of 

consumer/user; or more systemic experiences, such as the creation of Accessibility Guidelines for the 

2026 Olympics. 

Finally, innovative Smart village models were mentioned, geared towards the growth of digital 

infrastructure in small villages and the creation of co-working areas for temporary residents/citizens. 

Such experiences draw a framework of opportunities that, at the moment, focuses on the 

enhancement of specific urban realities (villages, art towns, inland areas), through public support to 

technological infrastructure of the territory and specific opportunities and products for periodic and 

temporary forms of tourism. 

 

How to stimulate the adoption of Social Innovation: companies providing models vs jealousy 

of their own solutions or barriers to competitors’ access? 

For years the tourism holistic view has been contradicted by the great success of specific niche tourism 

experiences (e.g. walking tourism). These must be brought back to unitary and integrated paths to 

reconnect territorial resources, widespread and innovative entrepreneurship. 

The competition among these “pieces of tourism” should gradually be brought back to a more 

conscious, coherent and orderly approach (sustainable tourism policies), even it is not just negative, 

as it: 

• makes small locations protagonists 

• expands the user market 

• highlights the beauty of places and artifacts. 

Speaking of social innovation, the main reasons for delay in the diffusion and development of social 

innovation models seem to lie in the lack of stable business-to-business cooperations and in the 

inability to imagine longer and more articulated investment scenarios. 

Many innovations endure thanks to the stubbornness/capacity of isolated innovators. The others, 

those who follow, usually proceed in an imitative and incremental way. Their participation in the 

innovation market finds no barriers other than the availability of the elements that made the path 

they are trying to reproduce/imitate possible. 

Dissemination of good ideas/practices does not limit or weaken those who innovate first, but provides 

a very useful support for spreading ideas, paths and models that can become common heritage, 

consolidating new visions and sensibilities. 

Innovation, even the one that works well commercially, is generally still other-directed and hard to 

disseminate adequately. Therefore, talking about barriers to the entry of new competitors may be 

inappropriate. 
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Financial investment for innovation: how much does Social Innovation cost? 

Financial investment is an issue for innovators, especially for small businesses with a development 

horizon limited in time and space, even if the main problem seems to be the information barrier to 

the dissemination of success stories. 

This also severely limits the driving role of public institutions, which struggle to intercept successful 

experiences (scouting for innovations) and to promote their positive effects (good practices) in other 

contexts.  

Moreover, reproducibility is limited by the specificity and singularity of innovations introduced. In 

addition, the ability to innovate and acquire resources for innovation goes hand in hand with the 

possession of valuable business skills (management skills, risk appetite, ethics, technical and 

technological skills, social responsibility) and the availability of an adequate human capital reserve. 

These skills are key characteristics of innovators and, when they are lacking, the impact of innovation 

is dramatically reduced. 

The business risk of innovative companies is still very high and no forms of innovation rewards exist 

that could encourage its diffusion. 

 

Networks for entrepreneurial risk reduction 

Co-creating entrepreneurial experiences through an exchange of skills and resources can be a modus 

operandi for reducing business risks. 

In case of social innovation anchored to inclusive tourism processes for both users and employees, 

networks are more easily built through: 

• sharing good ideas 

• sharing ethical approach 

• social and corporate mission 

• corporate social responsibility. 

Promoting associations and sharing entrepreneurial paths to reduce business risks is the task of local 

administrations, but it requires territorial tourism policies to significantly improve in quality. 

If cooperation and creation of stable network represent valid instruments for the development of 

business solutions, incremental and imitative proceeding of social innovation, on the one hand, and 

the poor appeal of the public proposal, strongly lacking in terms of building opportunities for the 

territory, on the other, tend to confirm and reinforce a self-referential and pioneering vision of 

innovation, with all the risks this entails for the very survival of innovative enterprises. 

At this stage of industry development, alliances, platforms for joint work and the growth of both 

common and niche skills are crucial. 

The metaphor of the isolated innovative entrepreneur is still dominant in our interlocutor’s 

imagination, culturally open to change, that does not mean construction of common opportunities. 



 
 

13 
 

Moreover, from a social market perspective, the above-mentioned double condition (absence of a 

public entrepreneurial proposal and strong characterization of the private or private social 

entrepreneurial proposal, e.g., Type B Cooperation) makes talking about barriers to entry for new 

competitors quite rhetorical. This argument, now, fails to anchor itself on a friendly market, supportive 

of social innovation paths. Opportunities to enter the market of innovative tourism services, for 

example, are limited to participation in public offers, always in the context of additional services, and 

cannot completely emancipate from unique and/or niche experiences, except in a few cases. 

 

How to activate the Learning Chains 

Digital innovation opens new spaces for learning and is a necessary condition for tourism development 

in general, regardless of company size or mission. 

If technology supports change, it must also be supported by social innovation. 

“People” is a diriment factor in tourism experience and can make tourism experience repeatable over 

time. In fact, the quality of work and of work performance is immediately transformed into product 

quality and, in general, into tourism supply quality. It constitutes, therefore, the pivotal factor in the 

rating of tourist experience. 

Italy lags far behind in digital training, staff skills gaps are wide, especially in tourism, for which 

seasonality is a strong brake to investment in training. 

Overcoming seasonality, through the diversification of the tourist offer, goes hand in hand with 

broadening operators’ skill set and their ability to progressively incorporate different professional 

experiences. 

In this sense, our interlocutors express the need for a massive investment in the development of 

systems of highly territorialized and rationalized skill systems.  

Training offer at the local level is generally considered adequate, but it needs a more sensible skills 

needs assessment. Even visibility and methodological systematisation of existing innovations are 

considered fundamental (methods, knowledge, and skills necessary for replicability). 

In many territories, overcoming tourism seasonality starts from the bottom, i.e. from the ability of 

suppliers to imagine a “continuous cycle” tourist experience. 

This path takes advantage of the transformation of “tourist” into “temporary citizen”, who wants to 

identify with the local history and opportunities and knows how to make full and careful use of its 

attractions, throughout the year. 

A final mention was made by our interlocutors to the development of AI related skills, able to highly 

customize and diversify tourist packages: such skills are not immediately available and require, above 

all, success in attracting specific investments, but such an ability is not in the DNA of Italian 

entrepreneurial system. 

The centrality of the person is a recurring theme in speakers’ narrative when it comes to learning 

issues. 

Employees need to be enabled to express their full potential, and training has the task and duty to 

respond to this need. 
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This approach is the basis for an evolution of companies training behaviours, which goes beyond the 

logic of assistance and opens to the logic of production. Teaching a job and providing high-level 

training are assets to be spread unreservedly. 

However, self-referentiality in public training offer is highlighted, which is not always able to respond 

to the most innovative working realities needs. It therefore appears rigid and is often perceived as 

inadequate, incentivising in-company training paths. 

Currently, there is a strong recourse to do-it-yourself training which, beyond objective limits, has the 

value of providing professional growth functional to business needs, but risk, in the long run, not 

achieving the expected results, in terms of stability and adequacy of skills needed by the company. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Annexes 

Annex 1: 30th March 2023 Focus Group Report, Panel “Experts/Training-University” 

Annex 2: 30th March 2023 Focus Group Report, Panel “Enterprises” 
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