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LMRO Partnership Initiative 

Background and objectives 

The LMRO Partnership Initiative is a collaborative project supported by the European Commission and the 

OECD to enhance the articulation between higher education and labour markets in four participating 

countries. The LMRO Partnership Initiative has three objectives:  

1) To assess the alignment of supply and demand in relation to graduate skills and to identify ways 

to improve this alignment by: 

a. Analysing detailed evidence of the labour market outcomes experienced by graduates and 

employers to identify the potential drivers and barriers affecting these outcomes, and; 

b. Identifying, drawing upon international practice and research evidence, policy options and 

institutional practices with the potential to overcome existing barriers, increase the 

connections between higher education and the labour market, and improve associated 

labour market outcomes. 

2) To stimulate peer learning about policy options and institutional practices that can improve the 

articulation between higher education provision and labour markets. 

3) To maximise the impact of research evidence and peer learning on institutional practice by 

developing a self-reflection questionnaire for higher education institutions on labour market 

relevance and outcomes.  

Portugal is participating in the LMRO Partnership Initiative as one of the core group of four countries, 

alongside Austria, Hungary and Slovenia. The Ministry of Science, Technology and Higher Education 

(MCTES) is responsible for the project in Portugal. Nuno Gomes Ferreira (Chief Expert, Cabinet of the 

Minister for Science, Technology and Higher Education) and João Queiroz (Director-General, Directorate 

General for Higher Education), are the national coordinators of the project. 

Each of the four countries will establish a National Advisory Group (NAG) to ensure the involvement of key 

higher education policy stakeholders in the development and implementation of the initiative, as well as 

the dissemination of its results. The NAG brings together experts from relevant ministries and government 

agencies, bodies responsible for quality assurance/accreditation, representative organisations of higher 

education institutions and student organisations, business/industry representative organisations, and other 

relevant stakeholders. 

Timeline and activities 

The LMRO Partnership Initiative is organised in two phases. In Phase 1, a preparatory phase, the focus 

was to undertake an initial assessment of supply and demand in relation to graduate skills in each 

participating country, and to identify priority areas on which to focus in the second phase of the work. This 

1 About the project and document 
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progress report provides a synthesis of the outcomes of Phase 1 of the work. Phase 2 will focus on the 

following key activities:  

1) Completion of the analysis of labour market outcomes to assess alignment of supply and 

demand in relation to graduate skills and to support the identification and assessment of relevant 

policies and institutional practices that address the challenges identified. This strand of activities 

will be carried out through: 

a. Desk-based research; 

b. Study visits to selected higher education institutions, which will be selected following 

consultation with the national coordinator; 

c. Stakeholder interviews as part of the study visits; 

d. Three NAG meetings. 

A country note will be published upon the completion of the analysis. Two selected institutional 

practices will also be summarised as a form of case studies. 

2) Peer learning activities within and between participating countries to identify and build on 

promising policies and practices already in place, with the option of involving a wider group of 

countries1. This strand of activities will be carried out through: 

a. A call for policy options and institutional practices in the core group of the four countries 

and the peer-learning countries; 

b. Three international policy and practice seminars, and two national workshops. 

3) Design and development of a self-reflection questionnaire for higher education institutions, to 

stimulate the adoption and spread of effective institutional practices, building upon the experience 

of HEInnovate2. 

Framework of policy and practice areas to support labour market alignment 

The LMRO Partnership Initiative uses a framework of policy and practice areas that public authorities and 

higher education institutions can use to enhance the articulation and alignment between higher education 

and the labour market, with a view to supporting a good alignment between skills supply and demand. This 

framework has been used effectively in other projects within the OECD Higher Education Policy Team’s 

stream of work on the labour market relevance and outcomes of higher education. It comprises the 

following eight areas of policy and practice: 

1) Educational offering: curricula and programme content, as well as programme duration and 

delivery modes, respond flexibly to current and likely future demand for knowledge and skills, 

including through programmes aimed at existing workers; 

2) Quality assurance and accreditation processes to ensure that educational credentials are of 

good quality and trusted by employers; 

3) Policies governing staff profile and their use of time, to support a focus on developing labour 

market relevant knowledge and skills; 

                                                
1 Several countries participating in the OECD’s Group of National Experts on Higher Education, including the Czech 

Republic, Estonia, France, Ireland, Norway and Poland, have stated their interest in participating in peer learning 

activities. 

2 HEInnovate (www.heinnovate.eu) offers a self-reflection tool for higher education institutions that wish to explore 

their innovative potential. Users are guided through a process of identification, prioritisation and action planning in 

eight key areas. 

http://www.heinnovate.eu/
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4) Student support and learning environment: financial and non-financial support that encourages 

students to develop labour-market relevant knowledge and skills, and to obtain labour-market 

relevant credentials; 

5) Labour market information: reliable and accessible information about skills needs and labour 

market outcomes of graduates from different programmes is widely available, and effectively used 

for decision-making by students, graduates, employers and higher education institutions; 

6) Skills signalling mechanisms: various mechanisms exist to help employers understand the skills 

that graduates from different programmes should possess, and to help graduates convey the skills 

they have obtained in higher education; 

7) Strategic planning, forecast mechanisms and coordination are in place and use reliable 

information about skills needs and labour market outcomes of higher education graduates to 

ensure the higher education system delivers programmes in response to labour market needs, 

both current and projected; 

8) Public funding to higher education institutions takes into account the real or projected career 

prospects of graduates to encourage labour-market relevant provision as part of a diversified mix 

of higher education study options. 

The initial analysis and stakeholder discussions undertaken as part of Phase 1 of the LMRO Partnership 

Initiative have allowed each participating country to identify up to three areas as priorities for the in-depth 

analysis and peer learning activities undertaken in Phase 2.  

The purpose of this progress report  

This document summarises the results of the work undertaken in Phase 1, which has focused on an initial 

analysis of the alignment between supply and demand in relation to graduate skills and on the identification 

of priority areas for Phase 2.  

A draft version of the progress report was circulated in October 2020 by the Ministry for Science, 

Technology and Higher Education to the members of the National Advisory Group for comments. 

Comments received are reflected in this document.  

The progress report draws on the results of the following activities carried out since the launch of the 

project in Portugal in May 2020: 

• A kick-off meeting on 12 May 

• Sixteen stakeholder interviews conducted from 13 May to 26 May: with the Agency for Assessment 

and Accreditation of Higher Education (A3ES), the Agency for Clinical Research and Biomedical 

Innovation (AICIB), the Centre of Engineering and Product Development (CEiiA), the Council of 

Rectors of Portuguese Universities (CRUP), the Directorate General for Education and Science 

Statistics (DGEEC), the Directorate General for Higher Education (DGES), the Foundation for 

Science and Technology (FCT), the Lisbon Academic Federation (FAL), the National Commission 

on Access to Higher Education (CNAES), the National Federation of Polytechnic Students’ Unions 

(FNAEESP), the Portuguese Polytechnics Coordinating Council (CCISP), several higher education 

institutions (the Institute of Social Sciences of the University of Lisbon, the Instituto Superior 

Técnico of the University of Lisbon, and the University Institute of Lisbon), the Technological Centre 

for Textile and Clothing of Portugal (CITEVE), and VORTEX- CoLab. 

• Background information report, prepared by Joana Mendonça, national expert in this project. 

• Preliminary assessment of labour market outcomes of higher education graduates, using different 

international data sources, including the UNESCO-OECD-Eurostat (UOE) data collection and other 

European data sources, such as the European Union Labour Force Survey.  
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Strengthening labour market relevance and outcomes of higher education 

Portugal’s higher education system has expanded in scope and institutional diversity in recent decades. 

Higher education attainment increased considerably across generations. While only 14% of 55-64 year-

olds had a higher education degree in 2018, among those aged 25 to 34, 35% did (OECD, 2020[1]). 

Portugal has a binary system of higher education comprising largely public institutions, in which universities 

offer academic programmes based on the Bologna three-cycle system, and polytechnic institutes provide 

professionally-oriented study programmes and conduct applied research. In 2014, polytechnics further 

diversified their educational offer by adding Cursos Técnicos Superiores Profissionais (CTeSP), technical, 

two-year programmes at ISCED 5 level leading to a higher education diploma. In 2018/19, the polytechnic 

sector enrolled 38% of higher education students  (MCTES, 2020[2]).  

Higher education provision is characterised by full-time programmes and extensive contact hours, 

demanding a high presence of students on campus. While many programmes, especially at the master’s 

level, organise lectures and other contact hours in the evening to enable their students to combine studies 

with work or family responsibilities, few programmes exist that are specifically designed for part-time 

studies or adult learners. The higher education offer outside of the Bologna three-cycle system is growing, 

for instance through the introduction of CTeSP programmes or credentialed summer courses, but remains 

limited in size to date. Teaching methods in most higher education programmes rely largely on traditional, 

lecture-style approaches.  

Higher education graduates experience better employment outcomes than those who have lower levels of 

educational attainment. In 2017, higher education graduates earned 65% more than those with upper 

secondary or upper secondary non-tertiary education, a premium larger than average in OECD economies 

(54%), and the EU-23 countries3 (49%). Similarly, the employment rate for higher education graduates 

was 88.4% in 2018, compared to 83.7% for those with upper secondary or upper secondary non-tertiary 

education. At 4.7%, the unemployment rate for those with higher education attainment was 1.9 percentage 

points lower than for those with upper secondary or upper secondary non-tertiary education (6.6%) in 2018 

(OECD, 2020[1]).  

In parallel with the successful development of the nation’s higher education offer, sustained investments 

in research have resulted in Portugal’s categorisation as a “strong innovator” and as the European leader 

in innovation in small and medium-sized companies by the European Innovation Scoreboard in 2019 and 

2020. In part as a consequence of the progress made in education and research, Portugal’s annual GDP 

                                                
3 EU 23 countries refers to those European countries that were also members of OECD until the end of 2019, namely 

Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the 

United Kingdom. 

2 Challenges in the graduate labour 

market in Portugal 
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growth rates have outperformed the EU average since 2016 (OECD, 2020[3]). Notwithstanding these 

education and research advances, Portugal’s economic performance lags behind that of Northern Europe, 

and the skills of its adult population trail leading economies. In 2019, Portugal’s GDP per capita was 65% 

that of the EU average (Eurostat, 2020[4]), and higher education attainment among the population aged 25 

to 64 (25%) remains below the OECD average (40%) (OECD, 2020[1]).  

The importance of the higher education sector to Portugal’s growth and labour market needs has been 

amplified by Covid-19: political leaders look to it to reskill workers who have lost their jobs during the 

pandemic, to contribute to economic recovery through innovation, and to develop the skills in graduates 

that enable them to be resilient and adaptive to future labour market shocks. To tackle these tasks, the 

Ministry of Science, Technology and Higher Education (MCTES) has launched the “Skills 4 post-Covid – 

Skills for the Future” initiative, which examines the evolution of (regional) business demand and human 

capital requirements in the context of the current pandemic.  

The LMRO Partnership Initiative contributes to the “Skills 4 post-Covid – Skills for the Future” initiative of 

the Portuguese government by identifying policies and institutional practices that hold promise of improving 

the alignment of higher education supply and demand, and increase graduate resilience to future labour 

market shocks. The work builds on the recent OECD Review of Higher Education, Research and 

Innovation: Portugal (OECD, 2019[5]) and draws upon the OECD’s work on fostering and assessing 

students' creative and critical thinking skills in higher education (OECD, n.d.[6]). Topics related to higher 

education funding, and resources in higher education will be addressed in the concurrently running OECD 

Higher Education Resources Project (OECD, 2020[7]). 

Higher education graduates: key challenges in supply and demand 

The preliminary analysis of labour market outcomes of higher education in Phase 1 highlights a number of 

challenges that shape the alignment between higher education and the labour market in Portugal. These 

will be further explored and refined in Phase 2.  

• Challenge 1: Access to higher education has widened, but participation remains geographically 

uneven, concentrated in fields with lower labour market demand, and linked to social background 

• Challenge 2: Higher education institutions engage relatively few adult learners, and continue  

to have modestly diversified and relatively inflexible study opportunities 

• Challenge 3: Low rates of completion within the theoretical duration makes transition into the labour 

market lengthy 

• Challenge 4: The skills developed in higher education programmes can be weakly aligned to 

employer demand and are not always clear to employers  

• Challenge 5: While emigration rates are declining, attracting talents and retaining higher education 

graduates remains challenging, in particular in the interior regions 

Challenge 1: Access to higher education has widened, but participation remains 

geographically uneven, concentrated on fields with lower labour market demand, and linked 

to social background 

In Portugal, educational attainment depends more heavily on parental education than in other countries, 

although the gap has decreased in recent years (Bago d’Uva and Fernandes, 2018[8]). Often-cited reasons 

for the limited social mobility are inequalities in school achievement by social class, as well as examination 

and selection pathways into higher education that are not well-aligned to school education (OECD, 2019[5]). 

The national competition for higher education entry, through which 77% of students entered bachelor’s or 

equivalent programmes in 2017/18 (according to data from the Directorate-General for Higher Education), 

is based upon the curriculum of the academically-oriented scientific-humanities upper secondary track,  
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one of four tracks in general secondary education. However, around 40% of upper secondary students are 

outside the academically-oriented scientific-humanities track (OECD, 2019[5]).  

Access to higher education is geographically uneven. In 2016, 66% of institutions listed in the European 

Tertiary Education Register (ETER) were located in the metropolitan regions of Lisbon or Porto, enrolling 

59% of students (ETER, 2020[9]). This concentration can largely be explained by the population distribution, 

as the metropolitan regions of Lisbon and Porto comprised 44% of the population in 2016 (Eurostat, 

2020[10]). Nevertheless, most of Portugal’s higher education offer is located in two regions which cover only 

5% of Portugal’s territory (Eurostat, 2020[10]), restricting the access of higher education for those living in 

other parts of the country.  

Furthermore, existing patterns of field of study choice show a concentration on fields with lower labour 

market demand. This is another important dimension of uneven access to higher education.  

Recent government policies aim to address social and geographical inequalities in access to higher 

education. A separate entrance exam for young people in vocational high school was introduced for the 

year 2020/21. This provides an alternative access route to higher education, in addition to the separate 

competition for those aged 23 and over, and other group-specific admission processes. Moreover, it is 

expected that this new access route via local competitions will strengthen local skills ecosystems. To 

ensure the success of this new entry route, it will be important to adapt and complement pedagogies, 

curricula and student support to reflect the increased student diversity, and to monitor the study success 

of students entering higher education through the new entrance exam over the coming years. 

Enhancing the educational offer in less densely populated areas, as currently undertaken by the expansion 

of the polytechnic sector, is expected to further decrease geographical access barriers to higher education. 

In addition, a greater share of study places has been attributed to rural areas for the national competition, 

and the “+Superior” initiative” awards mobility grants to incentivise and support higher education studies 

at public institutions in less populated areas. The “Conhecer Portugal” initiative is currently being 

developed and will promote training periods in rural regions, for example for master’s dissertations or PhD 

theses.  

In Phase 2 of the LMRO Partnership Initiative, we will explore ways to facilitate participation in higher 

education, in particular in rural regions, in fields with high labour market demand and in the context of 

greater social mobility. This will be done in particular by examining the role of the educational offering, 

strategic planning, labour market information and student support. 

Challenge 2: Higher education institutions engage relatively few adult learners, and 

continue to have modestly diversified and relatively inflexible study opportunities 

Adult learning4 in Portugal is very common among those with a higher education degree but currently takes 

place predominantly outside of higher education, offered by further education and training providers, and 

in the form of non-formal education.  

Overall adult participation in conventional degree programmes offered by higher education institutions is 

low, although important variations by field of study exist. The share of new entrants to higher education 

programmes (ISCED 5-8) who are 30 years or older was 11% in 2018, half that of Nordic countries such 

as Finland and Sweden (around 22%). The OECD average lies around 15% (OECD, 2020[1]).  

While Portugal’s adult participation rates in conventional higher education degree programmes are low 

overall, the country’s higher education graduates exhibit a high interest in learning, which indicates a 

potentially dormant demand for adult learning programmes in higher education: In 2016, 98% of adults 

                                                
4 Adult learning here refers to any formal or non-formal education and training adults undertake after leaving initial 

education including formal schooling, university, and initial vocational training.  
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aged 25 to 64 with a higher education degree participated in non-formal education and training activity. In 

comparison, the EU 28 average was 74% (Eurostat, n.d.[11]). Portugal’s population with tertiary attainment 

also spends more time in education and training than other European countries: The average number of 

instruction hours across formal and non-formal education and training in 2016 was 171 in Portugal, 

compared to 131 in EU 28 countries (Eurostat, n.d.[11]).  

The government is committed to promoting the role of higher education in adult learning. Several national 

strategies are in place to raise human capital in the areas of strategic importance for Portugal’s economy, 

such as Information and Communications Technology (ICT). Current policy targets foresee 10 000 new 

adult entrants entering higher education per year until the end of 2023, and to reach a total of 50 thousand 

adult learners graduating from higher education by 2030.  

Thus far, formal adult learning has centred around the unemployed as the main target group. Initiatives 

include the Qualifica Programme, INCoDe.2030, Indústria 4.0, and the newly-announced “Upskill – Digital 

Skills & Jobs” Programme. To widen the participant base beyond the unemployed, these programmes are 

complemented by institutional initiatives offered by some university and polytechnic institutions. Some 

short and medium length further education opportunities aimed at adults participating in the labour force 

already exist at higher education institutions. Existing further education courses are concentrated in the 

areas of management, health and engineering (MCTES, 2020[2]). 

There is scope to strengthen the role of Portugal’s higher education institutions in the upskilling and 

reskilling of the adult population. The “Skills 4 post-Covid – Skills for the Future” initiative is expected to 

help identify and promote good practices in this area, including credentialed summer courses at higher 

education institutions delivered jointly by HEIs and companies. A focus of the initiative is to increase the 

offer of short-term courses for adult learners with a higher education degree looking to up- or reskill. 

Through these courses, higher education institutions can help workers adapt to changes in the labour 

market and make graduates more resilient.  

In Phase 2 of the Partnership Initiative, further opportunities for a flexible higher education offer that is 

tailored to the needs of the individual learner, including adult learners, will be examined, as well as the 

support for teaching staff and quality assurance and accreditation processes this would require. Examples 

for greater flexibility include variation (i) in the length of courses, for instance brief or compact learning 

opportunities that lead to new forms of recognising competencies, such as courses that lead to the award 

of so-called “micro-credentials” (Kato, Galán-Muros and Weko, 2020[12]), (ii) in teaching methods to provide 

a greater mix of theory and applications, and (iii) in the use of distance and blended forms of learning. Key 

areas for development are quality assurance and skills signalling mechanisms to ensure the quality of 

knowledge and skills gained in further education at higher education institutions meets demand and is 

recognised by the labour market. 

Challenge 3: Low rates of completion within the theoretical duration makes transition into 

the labour market lengthy 

The transition into the labour market with a higher education degree can be lengthy in Portugal. Only 30% 

of bachelor’s students completed their degree within the theoretical duration in 2017, compared to an 

OECD-average of 39% (Figure 2.1). The majority of students in Portugal (55%) were still in higher 

education and 16% dropped out by that time. Three years after the theoretical duration of bachelors or 

equivalent degrees, completion increases to 65%, similar to the OECD-average of 67%.  

Three types of students could fall into the category “still in tertiary education” in Figure 2.1. Those that 

study at a slower pace and will later drop out of their programme, those that study at a slower pace and 

will later graduate in their chosen degree programme, and those that study longer due to a change in study 

programme.  
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Stakeholder interviews suggest that the low rates of completion within the theoretical duration might at 

least in part arise from students changing their study programmes. Stakeholders have pointed to 

administrative difficulties when changing to another programme or transferring credits to another higher 

education institution. Students wanting to change their field of study usually have to wait until the following 

academic year to do so and often struggle to have previously validated courses recognised, prolonging 

the duration of their studies.  

Figure 2.1. Status of full-time bachelor's students by the theoretical duration (2017) 

 

Note: Data from Ireland, Canada, France and the United States are from earlier years.  

Source: OECD (OECD, 2019[13]). Education at a Glance, http://statlinks.oecdcode.org/edu-2019-3777-en-t124.xlsx. 

The reasons for the relatively low rates of completion within the theoretical duration will be further 

examined. Increasing the flexibility of the educational offer and targeting educational programmes to the 

needs of learners could help improve completion rates and reduce study time. In addition, labour market 

information for students and student support can provide guidance to students to select a higher education 

programme that suits their aptitudes and career plans, allowing them to complete their studies more swiftly.  

Challenge 4: The skills developed in higher education programmes can be weakly aligned 

to employer demand and are not always clear to employers  

Stakeholders interviewed in Phase 1 highlighted the lack of graduate preparedness for the labour market. 

In addition, they find that recent graduates need a substantial amount of time to adapt to the demands of 

the workplace, which tends to be very different to and requires a different set of skills than academia. 

Stakeholders suggested that students generally have little exposure to and contact with research and 

innovation activities during their studies, which could prepare them for their future jobs.  

In addition, employers indicated difficulties in understanding the skills profiles of graduates from different 

higher education programmes as curricula are not always clearly distinguishable across similar 

programmes and types of institutions.  

Low levels of cooperation and mobility between industry and higher education have been identified as a 

key reason for the weak alignment, and for the insufficient understanding of the skills and competencies 

acquired in different programmes. Stakeholders from industry, the public sector and academia alike 
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highlighted a lack of work-based learning opportunities in many study programmes, for instance in the form 

of internships or joint (research) projects. They desire greater cooperation, including greater staff mobility, 

and see benefits to designing and delivering curricula together (European Commission, 2019[14]). At 

present there are substantive barriers to the movement of academic staff between higher education and 

industry (and among higher education institutions) (OECD, 2019[5]). Academics point to a lack of funding 

and insufficient work time as the main obstacles to greater cooperation (European Commission, 2019[14]).  

The current “Skills 4 post-Covid – Skills for the Future” initiative stimulates higher education institutions to 

make their educational offer more labour market relevant through more cooperation between higher 

education institutions and employers from industry and the public sector, including research institutes. The 

aim is the identification and upscaling of good practices, including amendments to current legislation, 

quality assurance and accreditation processes. One area for improvement is students’ development of 

high levels of proficiency in sought-after transversal skills, including digital skills, and the acquisition of 

these skills, for example through a greater use of problem-based learning. The “Skills 4 post-Covid – Skills 

for the Future” initiative also seeks to address the effective signalling of these skills and to develop a 

common understanding of the skills and competencies developed in higher education and demanded in 

the labour market. 

Challenge 5: While emigration rates are declining, attracting talents and retaining higher 

education graduates remains challenging, in particular in the interior regions 

The Portuguese government sees the higher education sector as central to Portugal’s economic success, 

as outlined in the Technological and Business Innovation Strategy 2018-2030 (Agência Nacional de 

Inovação, n.d.[15]). Emigration rates of the highly skilled population are high although declining. In 2014, 

11.4% of Portuguese adults who held a higher education qualification emigrated, one of the highest rates 

in Europe (OECD, 2018[16]). Since then, emigration rates have been decreasing (Instituto Nacional de 

Estatística, 2020[18]), and repatriation policies have been put in place to incentivise emigrants’ return to 

Portugal (e.g. Programa Regressar). These measures have shown promising first results.  

Those who emigrate tend to stay away for a long time. Almost half of Portuguese emigrants considered 

staying abroad for more than 10 years, with some having no intention of returning. Emigrants stated they 

left to seek better career progression and professional self-realisation, and higher employment rates and 

wages in their country of destination than in Portugal (Alves, Morais and Chaves, 2017[17]). Stakeholders 

interviewed in Phase 1, mentioned low levels of employer demand for high-level skills in some sectors of 

the economy, resulting in the underemployment of certain graduates and propelling emigration. 

In addition to retaining higher education graduates, attracting foreign students and researchers could 

increase the country’s talent pool. This is especially important for the interior regions, where the population 

decline is more marked. Few higher education graduates choose to locate in the country’s interior, 

hampering economic growth in those regions. Public programmes seek to counteract this with financial 

incentives for students, workers and firms to locate in Portugal, and in particular in its interior regions.  

Higher education institutions could play an important role in attracting students to locate and graduates to 

stay in a region. In Phase 2 we will further analyse how higher education institutions can shape their 

educational profile in recognition of and responding to their surrounding economy. The “Skills 4 post-Covid 

– Skills for the Future” initiative also seeks to develop and strengthen the place-based networks of HEIs 

with employers and research institutes.  
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To address the challenges outlined above, the Portuguese Ministry of Science, Technology and Higher 

Education identified two topics and described the underlying key concepts and questions for in-depth 

analysis in Phase 2. These are outlined in the subsequent table, and further detailed in the remainder of 

this chapter. 

Topics Key concepts Questions 

Educational 

offering, staff 

profile and 

learning 

environment  

• Pedagogical Innovation 

• Specialisation vs 

transversal skills vs 

interdisciplinary 

• Adult education (Further 

education, lifelong 

learning) 

• Relationship with 

employers 

 

• How can we foster innovation in teaching (e.g. more 

problem-based learning)? 

• How can flexible offering (e.g. greater 

modularisation of studies) foster further 

education/lifelong learning and improve the 

relationship between HEI’s and employers? 

• How can we foster the offer of post-graduation 

studies considering different target groups, such as 

recent graduates and experienced workers? 

• What can we learn from the best examples of Covid-

19 response? 

Higher 

education 

institutions 

and their local 

skills 

ecosystems 

• Strategic Planning  

• Labour market 

information  

• Student support 

• How to reinforce the cooperation between HEIs and 

stakeholders (employers, interface institutions and 

regional employment delegations) to better forecast 

skills needs, design educational offering and 

integrate professional work experience into 

courses? 

The two topics identified by the Portuguese Ministry of Science, Technology and Higher Education 

correspond to the following four policy and practice areas of the analytical framework used in the LMRO 

Partnership Initiative.  

1. Educational offering: curricula and programme content, as well as programme duration and 

delivery modes, and the capacity of the education offering to respond flexibly to current and likely 

future demand for knowledge and skills, including through programmes aimed at existing workers. 

2. Strategic planning and forecast mechanisms that help ensure the higher education system 

delivers programmes in response to labour market needs, both current and projected; 

3. Labour market information: the availability of reliable and accessible information about skills 

needs and labour market outcomes of graduates from different programmes, and its use for 

decision-making by students, graduates and higher education institutions.  

3 Priority policy and practice areas for 

further analysis 
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4. Student support and learning environment: A financial and non-financial support that 

encourages students to develop labour-market relevant knowledge and skills, enhances study 

success, and encourages learners to obtain labour-market relevant skills and qualifications. 

The work in Phase 1 has allowed the OECD team to gain a first overview of the main public policies and 

selected institutional practices in each of the areas above that have the potential to respond to the 

challenges identified in Section 2. The main objectives of Phase 2 are: 

• To explore the implementation and effects of these policies and practices in more depth as well as 

identify additional institutional practices of relevance to Portugal (through study visits and additional 

desk research) and; 

• To identify, analyse and share promising policies and institutional practices that could be used to 

complement and further develop existing initiatives in Portugal (through peer learning and the 

formulation of specific recommendations for Portuguese partners). 

The subsections below present the key questions relating to the above listed priority areas that will be 

addressed in Phase 2, as well as a summary of the main policies identified to date in Portugal that are 

relevant to responding to the five challenges identified in Section 2.  

1. Educational offering 

Diversity and responsiveness of the education offering (e.g. delivery modes, duration, and academic and 

professional focus) allow higher education institutions to address the needs of all learners, and cultivate a 

range of skills adapted to labour market skill demands. Flexibility in the development of curricula and 

programme content also permits higher education institutions to respond to changing labour market 

demand quickly. In addition, it is important to reward teaching practices that facilitate the development of 

labour market relevant skills (such as work-based learning).  

The policy and practice area ‘educational offering’ is expected to support institutions, and, in turn the higher 

education sector, in:  

• Widening access to higher education for underrepresented learners, including in terms of 

geographical coverage and field of study choice (Challenge 1) 

• Enhancing the role of higher education institutions in adult education (lifelong learning) (Challenge 

2) 

• Equipping students with work-relevant skills (Challenge 4) 

Key questions: 

• How can programmes be adapted or complemented to facilitate completion for the different profiles 

of students, those entering higher education through the various access routes, and adult learners? 

• How can current policies be complemented that aim to increase the higher education offer in areas 

with an excess demand for higher education provision?  

• How to strengthen cooperation mechanisms with employers – at higher education system level 

and/or institutional level – to enrich the educational offer, and to stimulate business innovation with 

the aim to retain more graduates in Portugal? 

• How can the educational offer be made more attractive in the context of a constantly evolving 

labour market and the increasing need for specialising, reskilling or upskilling, for instance through 

micro-credentials?  

• How can curricula, teaching methods and learning environments be more closely connected to 

research activities, societal challenges and the demand for skills, including transversal skills?  
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• Are staff prepared to implement new approaches of teaching and are their incentives schemes 

aligned with this goal?  

• What changes are necessary to enable HEIs to provide a more flexible educational offer, e.g. in 

terms of quality assurance and accreditation processes? 

 

Preliminary information:  

Phase 1 has identified some policies that have the potential to respond to the challenges identified in 

Section 2. 

 

 

Challenges Public policies identified in Phase 1 

Challenge 1: Access to 

higher education has 

widened, but 

participation remains 

geographically uneven, 

concentrated in fields 

with lower labour 

market demand, and 

linked to social 

background 

 

The National Strategy for Higher Education, Research and Innovation states the target to 

achieve a level of 40% of tertiary education graduates in the 30-34 years old age group by 2020 

(35% in 2016), and of 50% by 2030. In addition, 60% of those aged 20 should participate in 

higher education by 2030. 

The possibility for the creation of 1-year professional master programs (60 ECTS), aimed 

exclusively for the training of students with demonstrated previous professional experience. 

Changes in the CTeSP programmes, which include the increasing professional recognition of 

students from professional higher-level technical courses, allowing for the accreditation of up 

to 50% of credits from the previous program to whom has more than five years of professional 

experience. 

The development of a national platform for online teaching, to reinforce the existing offer of the 

online university Universidade Aberta 

The government took measures to widen higher education enrolment in less densely populated 

regions by increasing the offer of CTeSPs in these regions.  

Challenge 2: Higher 

education institutions 

engage relatively few 

adult learners, and 

continue to have 

modestly diversified and 

relatively inflexible study 

opportunities 

 

Qualifica programme: increased funding for adult learning 

INCoDe.2030  

Indústria 4.0 

Expansion of CTeSP offer to specifically target the working population 

“Skills 4 post-Covid – Skills for the Future” initiative will help to identify and promote good 

practices in this area, including credentialed summer courses at HEIs delivered jointly by HEIs 

and companies 

“Upskill – Digital Skills & Jobs” Programme (newly announced) 

Challenge 4: The skills 

developed in higher 

education programmes 

can be weakly aligned 

to employer demand 

Changes in the CTeSP programmes, which include the possibility to develop shorter programs 

than the previous two years. 

INCoDe.2030: to increase the offer of Computing and ICT in higher education at all levels, as 

a collective effort of Higher Education institutions in close collaboration with companies. This 

umbrella initiative includes: 
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and are not always 

clear to employers  

Partnerships for Digital Requalification: a requalification programme for unemployed people 

with higher qualifications, enabling them to acquire ICT skills and tools, thus facilitating their 

rapid entry or return to labour market.  

Skills 4 post-Covid – Skills for the Future initiative 

Introduction of PhD programmes at polytechnics 

2. Strategic planning, forecast mechanisms and coordination 

Forecasting and steering mechanisms aided by labour market information systems permit educational 

planners and higher education institutional leaders to orient higher education institutions towards labour 

market relevant provision. It is vital to have mechanisms to promote co-ordination between employers, 

higher education institutions and relevant government agencies providing the latter with information about 

the skill profile study programmes should aim to cultivate, and the working experience of recent graduates. 

The policy and practice area ‘strategic planning, forecast mechanisms and coordination’ is expected to 

support the higher education sector, and, in turn, higher education institutions to:   

• Enhance the use of labour market information for strategic planning and the regulation of the 

educational offer to ensure appropriate geographic coverage (Challenge 1)  

• Strengthen cooperation between HEIs and stakeholders to better forecast future demand for higher 

education qualifications and graduate skills, including up- and reskilling (Challenge 4) 

• Support HEIs to use labour market information for the strategic planning of their educational offer 

in response to skills demand and to communicate to employers the skills and competencies 

developed in their programmes (Challenge 4) 

• Strengthen cooperation mechanisms to allow policy makers and institutional leaders to stimulate 

business innovation with the aim to attract and retain graduates (Challenge 5) 

Key questions:  

• How to strengthen cooperation between HEIs and stakeholders to better forecast future demand 

for higher education qualifications and graduate skills? 

• In which ways is labour market information used for the regulation of the educational offer, also to 

ensure appropriate geographic coverage?   

• How can HEIs use labour market information for the strategic planning of their educational offer, 

and to communicate to employers the skills and competencies developed in their programmes? 

What is the role of public policy in this? 

Preliminary information:  

Phase 1 has identified some policies that have the potential to respond to the challenges identified in 

Section 2. 

Challenges Public policies identified in Phase 1 

Challenge 1: Access to 

higher education has 

widened, but 

participation remains 

geographically uneven, 

concentrated in fields 

HEIs use labour market information for the strategic planning of their educational offer, 

according to their institution-specific missions and profiles  

Various initiatives to use of labour market information for the regulation of the educational offer 

to ensure appropriate geographic coverage 
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with lower labour 

market demand, and 

linked to social 

background 

Challenge 4: The skills 

developed in higher 

education programmes 

can be weakly aligned 

to employer demand 

and are not always 

clear to employers 

Various initiatives exist to strengthen cooperation between HEIs and stakeholders to better 

forecast and respond to future demand for higher education qualifications and graduate skills. 

For example:  

• Programa Interface: a programme that aims to improve links between scientific 

knowledge and business innovation, including through the provision of funding for 

clusters and collaborative laboratories that aim to promote knowledge sharing among 

companies, higher education and research institutions 

• Creation of regional associations of small businesses that can carry out training 

activities in collaboration with HEIs, and consortia between Higher Education 

Institutions (e.g. Regional University Network – European University RUN-EU)  

Challenge 5: While 

emigration rates are 

declining, attracting 

talents and retaining 

higher education 

graduates remains 

challenging, in particular 

in the interior regions 

No preliminary information was obtained during Phase 1. 

3. Labour market information  

Information about labour demand for fields of studies, programmes and skills can guide learners in their 

study choices, and orient them to develop the skills that enable them to have rewarding and fulfilling 

careers.  

The policy and practice area ‘labour market information (LMI)’ is expected to provide support in:   

• Widening access to higher education for underrepresented learners, including in terms of 

geographical coverage and field of study choice (Challenge 1) 

• Enhancing the role of higher education institutions in adult education (lifelong learning) (Challenge 

2) 

• Reducing attrition and enabling students to complete their programme in due time (Challenge 3)  

• Equipping students with work-relevant skills (Challenge 4) 

• Overcoming difficulties in attracting and retaining higher education graduates, in particular in the 

interior regions (Challenge 5) 

Key questions: 

• Which initiatives – at higher education system level and/or institutional level – generate labour 

market information relevant to higher education, e.g. demand for higher education qualifications or 

employer demand for graduate skills (subject-specific and transversal skills)? 
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• Which initiatives – at higher education system level and/or institutional level – disseminate LMI 

tailored to and relevant for various types of users (e.g. policy makers, different types of learners, 

employers, and higher education management and staff)? 

• Do students have information about the skills demand of employers?  

• How to disseminate labour market information that might lower attrition and help students complete 

their studies in due time, e.g. by reducing field of study changes?  

Preliminary information:  

Phase 1 has identified some policies that have the potential to respond to the challenges identified in 

Section 2. 

Challenges Public policies identified in Phase 1 

Challenge 1: Access to 

higher education has 

widened, but 

participation remains 

geographically uneven, 

concentrated in fields 

with lower labour 

market demand, and 

linked to social 

background 

Centralised information about accessing higher education and Portugal’s higher education offer 

is available at: 

• http://www.infocursos.mec.pt 

• https://www.dges.gov.pt/pt  

The Directorate-General for Education and Science Statistics (DGEEC) collects data on the 

registered unemployed registered in the job centres by institution, course, level of education, 

education and training area and year of graduation.”. 

HEIs are obliged to report and make publicly available information about their graduates’ labour 

market outcomes. 

Challenge 2: Higher 

education institutions 

engage relatively few 

adult learners, and 

continue to have 

modestly diversified and 

relatively inflexible study 

opportunities 

Various initiatives exist to disseminate information about entry requirements and labour market 

outcomes of study programmes, but they are not tailored to prospective adult learners 

Challenge 3: Low rates 

of completion within the 

theoretical duration 

makes transition into 

the labour market 

lengthy 

No preliminary information was obtained during Phase 1. 

Challenge 4: The skills 

developed in higher 

education programmes 

can be weakly aligned 

to employer demand 

and are not always 

clear to employers 

Programa Interface seeks to strengthen cooperation between HEIs and stakeholders to collect 

information about skills demanded by the labour market 

http://www.infocursos.mec.pt/
https://www.dges.gov.pt/pt
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Challenge 5: While 

emigration rates are 

declining, attracting 

talents and retaining 

higher education 

graduates remains 

challenging, in particular 

in the interior regions 

Various initiatives exist to strengthen cooperation between HEIs and stakeholders to better 

forecast and respond to future demand for higher education qualifications and graduate skills. 

For example:  

• Collaborative Laboratories: networks of science, education, business and other 

institutions, which reinforce technological centres, create new opportunities for 

scientific employment and allow for the training of doctoral candidates. Since 2018, 

26 new collaborative laboratories have been created. 

4. Student support and learning environment  

Financial and non-financial supports can help students obtain labour-market relevant credentials and skills, 

and to swiftly complete their studies.  

The policy and practice area ‘student support and learning environment’ is expected to provide support in:   

• Widening access to higher education for underrepresented learners, including in terms of 

geographical coverage and field of study choice (Challenge 1) 

• Enhancing the role of higher education institutions in adult education (lifelong learning) (Challenge 

2) 

• Offering flexible curricula and other mechanisms that allow students a swift completion of their 

studies (Challenge 3) 

Key questions: 

• How can student support facilitate a successful integration into higher education and completion 

for the different profiles of students (e.g. those from disadvantaged backgrounds, those entering 

higher education through the various access routes, and adult learners)?  

• How could current support to enhance study success be adapted to allow students to efficiently 

change fields of study initiatives at higher education system level and/or institutional level, if 

needed, and to promote flexible learning, including the suspension of studies or extension of the 

study duration? 

Preliminary information:  

Phase 1 has identified some policies that have the potential to respond to the challenges identified in 

Section 2. 

Challenges Public policies identified in Phase 1 

Challenge 1: Access to 

higher education has 

widened, but 

participation remains 

geographically uneven, 

concentrated in fields 

with lower labour 

market demand, and 

linked to social 

background 

Increases in the number of social scholarships in higher education from 64 thousand in 2014/15 

to more than 80 thousand in 2018/19 (almost 20% of the student population), and a planned 

further increase to 90 thousand scholarships per year until 2023. 

The National Strategy for Higher Education, Research and Innovation states the reduction of 

the maximum tuition level by 20%. 

Implementation of the National Plan for Housing for Higher Education (PNAES) to increase the 

availability of student housing: Double the available offer of student housing, reaching 30 

thousand in 2030. 
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Measures to increase social inclusion to special needs individuals, including, amongst other 

measures, the gratuity of higher education attendance to students with disabilities of more than 

60%. 

Programa + Superior, which supports higher education attendance in regions with less demand 

(mostly Portugal’s interior regions) of students from other regions who face economic 

challenges to attend higher education. 

Conhecer Portugal initiative to promote training periods and R&D activities in rural regions, for 

example for master’s dissertations or PhD theses. 

EXARP is an initiative launched by DGES in collaboration with Ciência Viva, that highlights 

exemplary initiatives for integrating new students into higher education institutions, developed 

by HEIs their students, and/or youth organisations. EXARP also promotes the creation of new 

initiatives in sports, culture and science, supporting them in the areas of communication and 

organisation. 

Challenge 2: Higher 

education institutions 

engage relatively few 

adult learners, and 

continue  

to have modestly 

diversified and relatively 

inflexible study 

opportunities 

Qualifica programme: increased funding for adult learning 

INCoDe.2030  

Indústria 4.0 

“Skills 4 post-Covid – Skills for the Future” initiative 

The National Strategy for Higher Education, Research and Innovation states the goal of a level 

of overall R&D investment of 1.8% of GDP by 2020 (while 1.3% in 2016) and of 3% of GDP by 

2030, with a relative share of 1/3 public and 2/3 business expenditure 

SIFIDE: a tax credit system for R&D in private firms, with additional tax credit for the hiring of 

doctoral graduates to perform R&D 

Stimulus for scientific employment: the programme’s objective is to create 3000 new doctorate 

research contracts in public and private institutions through a diversified set of financial support 

Challenge 3: Low rates 

of completion within the 

theoretical duration 

makes transition into 

the labour market 

lengthy 

No preliminary information was obtained during Phase 1. 
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Next steps 

Further evidence required for in-depth analysis will be obtained in the following ways: 
 

Timing Data on 

labour 

market 

outcomes 

Key higher 

education 

stakehold-

ers views 

Information 

on public 

policies in 

Portugal 

Information 

on public 

policies in 

other EU 

and OECD 

countries 

Information 

on 

institutional 

practices in 

Portugal 

Information 

on 

institutional 

practices in 

other EU 

and OECD 

countries 

Activity1: Analysis of labour market outcomes 

Desk-based research5 throughout X  X X X X 

Study visits to selected 

HEIs 

virtual 

meetings 

to start 

early 2021, 

in-person 

meetings 

when 

travel is 

permitted 

    X  

Stakeholder interviews 

as part of the study 

visits 

early 2021  X X  X  

NAG meetings 3 meetings 

in Phase 2 
 X X  X  

Activity2: Peer learning activities 

Call for policy options 

and HEI practices 
early 2021    X X X 

                                                
5 Data will be collected through different data sources, including  

• National and regional data sources; 

• OECD data sources such as the UNESCO-OECD-Eurostat (UOE) data collection, the OECD Survey of Adult 

Skills and the OECD Skills for Jobs database; and 

• European data sources including the European Tertiary Education Register (ETER), the European Union 

Labour Force Survey, and where existing, the EU-graduate pilot survey. 

Findings from other projects within the OECD Higher Education Policy Team’s stream of work on the labour market 

relevance and outcomes of higher education will also feed into the analysis (www.oecd.org/education/higher-

education-policy/). 

http://www.oecd.org/education/higher-education-policy/
http://www.oecd.org/education/higher-education-policy/
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Three international 

seminars and two 

national workshops 

late 2020 - 

late 2021 
  X X X X 

Activity 3: Design and development of a self-reflection questionnaire 

Development of a self-

reflection questionnaire 

for HEIs 

throughout     X X 
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