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EQUAL Guidelines
The Certification of Lifelong 
Learning in Management
The European Quality Link (EQUAL) is the international association of quality assessment and 
accreditation agencies in the field of business and management education. EQUAL operates for the 
benefit of member business schools, students, end users and society at large. 

 As part of this activity, EQUAL aims to agree common standards for programmes, where appropriate, 
and to establish international benchmarks in the form of Guidelines.

1 Introduction
Learning in the course of managers’ careers after the completion of continuous full-time education 
is a critical element in updating and extending the knowledge and skills required in a changing and 
increasingly competitive environment. The importance of lifelong learning in the wider employment 
environment has been recognised at both the national and supra-national level including the European 
Qualifications Framework. 

The EU Lifelong Learning Programme (http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-programme/
doc78_en.htm), particularly the Grundtvig strand, and the OECD report on the importance of lifelong 
learning http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/10/2/38500491.pdf are examples of this. Most managers in the 
Europe graduated in disciplines other than business and management or have not been through higher 
education which gives lifelong learning a particular importance for business schools. 

Most learning covered under these guidelines will take place within national boundaries. The main 
exceptions are likely to be where major corporations set up learning structures across their operations 
worldwide and contract with single business schools or consortia of schools to deliver or accredit it.

These guidelines follow the format of the EQUAL Guidelines on Collaborative Provision and should be 
read in conjunction with them. The definitions below draw upon the EQUAL Glossary of Terms. 

2 Definitions
Lifelong learning: covers all learning, whether formal or informal, which takes place after the 
completion of continuous full-time education.

Accreditation: The process of evaluating whether an institution or programme(s) meets the standards 
of the accrediting body and then awarding a quality label or certificate.

Accreditation of prior learning (APL): is a general term used for the award of credit given to an 
individual student on the basis of demonstrated learning that has occurred at some time in the past. 
This learning may have come about as the result of a course, or self-directed study, or as the result of 
experience at work. In the latter case, it is referred to as Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning 
(APEL). The French term Valorisation d’Acquis d’Experiences (VAE) covers both the partial accreditation 
of experiential learning and the award of a complete qualification by this route. 
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Award: is a general term covering all certificates, diplomas and degrees. It includes a whole award, 
dual awards, joint awards and specified credit towards an award of a specified qualification.

Certification: is the process of generating a written statement (certificate) stating (certifying) that the 
learning outcomes required for an award have been achieved. It requires the checking and verification 
of all the facts made on the statement including the identity of the individual to which it relates.

Course: A single or self-contained component of a programme of study, formally structured with a 
coherent and explicit set of learning outcomes –sometimes called a module.

Credit: is a measure of student workload required to achieve specified learning outcomes at a given 
academic level. The European Credit Transfer Scheme (ECTS) is based on 60 credits for the successful 
completion of one academic year of full-time higher education. 

Exemption: students may be exempted from a requirement of a programme, i.e. not required to 
take a particular component, usually because of previous achievement or credit obtained or recent 
experience.

Learning outcomes: Statements of what learners are expected to know, understand and/or be able 
to demonstrate after completion of a process of learning. These are distinct from the aims of learning, 
in that they are concerned with the achievements of the learner, rather than the overall intentions of 
the teacher. Learning outcomes must be accompanied by assessment criteria.

Programme: The set of courses or study modules that lead to an award. 

Work-based learning: Development activities that are embedded in academic programmes but take 
place in the workplace. 

3 The Different Forms of Lifelong Learning  
in Management

The following lifelong learning activities in management may count towards the entry requirements 
of courses or programmes as part of admissions purposes and may also result in or contribute to an 
award:

a Part-time and post-experience degree and other qualification programmes (including full-time 
programmes) delivered and certificated by single institutions (including professional 
bodies). These will normally be covered by other guidelines. Credits from partially 
completed qualifications may contribute towards other awards.

b Qualification programmes delivered by consortia of institutions or where there are 
explicit credit transfer arrangements for modules to be taken in institutions other 
than that of primary registration. The certificates may be delivered as joint awards 
by all the partners or by the institution in which the majority of credits are taken 
or where the candidate completes his or her studies. In this form all credits 
are taken after initial registration. The EQUAL Guidelines on Collaborative 
Provision apply to such arrangements.
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c The award of credit points, whether currently or retrospectively, to individual pieces of delivered 
learning, such as open or tailor-made executive education courses or company training programmes, 
and their subsequent assembly into certificated awards of qualifications. 

d The award of credits or a complete qualification on the basis of evidence of experiential 
learning where the candidate is able to demonstrate that he or she has acquired the knowledge, 
understanding and competences that constitute the learning objectives of a particular module or 
qualification. 

e The award of credit points for purposes of entry to a programme or at an intermediate point of a 
ladder of awards on the basis of substantial experience in a directly relevant role. There may also 
be accelerated variants of programmes which are delivered specifically and solely for groups with 
substantial senior experience relative to the level of the award. 

f Continuing Professional Development (CPD). Many professional bodies have requirements of 
regular learning activities to maintain the currency of a qualification. In other professional areas, 
where a specific “licence to practice” is conferred by legislation, there are similar examples of 
legal requirements for updating. Typically, there are metrics to determine the volume of activity 
required, though these do not normally take the form of ECTS points. 

g The award of a qualification on the basis of some combination of elements from the above.

4 The Scope of These Guidelines
1 These guidelines apply to all examples of lifelong learning in management where the elements 

which lead to an award are derived from more than one source or institution. They therefore 
cover all of the above activities, with the exception of programmes that are wholly delivered and 
assessed by one institution.

2 The certification of lifelong learning and management combining learning from multiple sources 
is most appropriate for junior and middle management programmes up to Postgraduate Diploma 
and MSc level. For programmes such the MBA, where collaborative learning between cohort 
members is an important part of the learning process, it would only be appropriate if it took place 
within the framework of a qualification programme (whether delivered by a single institution or 
a consortium) with explicit arrangements for collaborative learning and reasonably stable cohort 
membership.

5 Responsibility for Academic Standards
1 The awarding institution is responsible for the academic standards of all awards 

granted in its name and for ensuring that any credit or exemptions given for 
learning completed elsewhere meets these standards.

2 The academic standards of these awards should meet the expectations of quality 
laid down in international accreditation criteria.
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6 Policies, Procedures and Information
1 An up to date and authoritative record of the awarding institution’s lifelong learning awards 

should form part of the institution’s publicly available information.
2 The awarding institution’s policies and procedures should ensure that there adequate safeguards 

with regard to quality to cover all contingencies that might compromise academic standards and 
that any credits that are accepted from other organisations to count towards its own awards were 
subject to quality assurance policies and procedures of an equivalent standard to its own and, 
where appropriate meet any applicable national standards.

3 The awarding institution should inform any professional, statutory and regulatory body which has 
approved or recognised an existing programme of any developments or proposals to recognise 
learning undertaken elsewhere leading partially or wholly to any of its awards.

4 The processes of verification and evaluation of claims for certification or credit of lifelong learning 
should be costed and resourced to the level required to meet high standards of quality assurance. 
This may either be done by charging the candidate or organisation a realistic price which reflects the 
full economic cost of the activity or by the institution identifying other funding sources, whether 
internal or external, for this. 

5 Where an institution offers a joint award with another institution or is part of a credit recognition 
or similar consortium, the EQUAL Guideline on Collaborative Provision apply. In particular, there 
should be a written and legally binding agreement setting out the rights and obligations of all the 
parties, which is signed by the duly authorised representatives of all the parties. 

6 If credits in the form of ECTS points are awarded for learning that is not delivered as part of 
a larger qualification, it should be clear where and how these might be accepted to contribute 
towards a certificated award. There should normally be equivalence in content and level to a 
module delivered within the framework of a conventional qualification. . Procedures should 
include appropriate assessment mechanisms and the recording of grades and the credit points 
awarded to individual participants. As well as ensuring that the learning objectives of the course 
have been achieved by the individual participant, it is also important for enabling the checking of 
the accuracy of subsequent claims by candidates about their prior learning achievements. 

7 Assuring Academic Standards
1 Awards on the basis of certification of prior learning, whether formal or experiential, 

should normally be restricted to those that the institution also delivers and assesses 
itself.

2 Programmes of study which consist partially or wholly of lifelong learning 
elements should cover the same content and have the same learning outcomes as 
programmes leading to the same named award delivered and assessed entirely by the 
awarding institution. This includes having knowledge and understanding of the 
relevant scientific theories and literature. At Masters Level, there should be a 
clear link to cutting edge research in the relevant management disciplines. 
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3 Institutions awarding credit points for elements of learning or modules delivered and assessed by 
them should ensure that these are subject to the same quality assurance policies, procedures and 
standards as their own complete awards. This will include appropriate assessment mechanisms and 
the recording of grades and the credit points awarded to individual participants. As well as ensuring 
that the learning objectives of the course have been achieved by the individual participant, it is 
also important for enabling the checking of the accuracy of subsequent claims by candidates about 
their prior learning achievements. 

4 These Guidelines do not specify a particular time limit for the acceptance of prior elements of 
learning as credit towards a management qualification.. Changing social and economic conditions 
and the continued growth of knowledge create obsolescence in older learning and there is no 
reason to believe this process will slow. However, the important consideration should be the match 
between prior learning and the current learning outcomes of the particular award. Exception may 
be made for learning which constitutes evidence of the general intellectual ability to study at a 
particular level and for entry purposes rather than evidence of specific learning in management.

5 Activities such as CPD which have been undertaken to maintain the professional validity of an 
award should not normally be given credit towards another award unless there is evidence that it 
is at a significantly higher level than the original award.

6  Candidates’ claims and evidence of prior learning should be checked and verified before being 
evaluated against the learning outcome requirements of a qualification. Candidates should only be 
able to use ECTS points for a specific unit of learning once towards the award of a qualification. 

7 These Guidelines do not prescribe an upper limit on the amount of lifelong learning that may 
count towards an award, but accepts that many institutions do set limits and these are typically in 
the 50-75% range.

8 Assessment Requirements
1 The awarding institution is responsible for ensuring that the outcomes of assessment for a 

programme meet the specified academic level of the award. This applies both to the institution 
delivering the final award for the programme and to institutions awarding credits that may 
contribute to a programme award. 

2 The institution awarding a qualification on the basis of learning that has taken place wholly or 
partially elsewhere is responsible for assuring itself of the integrity of that learning 
and that the candidate has achieved the learning outcomes required for all the 
elements of the award.

3 The award of credit points for short courses (eg through executive education) 
should be on the basis of appropriate assessment which requires the candidate to 
demonstrate that he or she has achieved the learning requirements of the course or 
module.
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9 Information for Candidates
1 The awarding institution should set out clearly the minimum level of information that prospective 

and registered students should have about a programme. This includes the need for accurate 
information about national and international accreditation pertaining to the institution and/or 
programme.

2 Where credit in the form of ECTS points is given by an institution for a short course that it has 
delivered, candidates should be given accurate information about the acceptance of such credits 
towards other awards, which is capable of being substantiated with documentary evidence.

3 The information made available to prospective students and those registered on a programme 
should include information about the appropriate channels for particular concerns, complaints and 
appeals.

EQUAL Members
AACSB International - The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business
ABS - Association of Business Schools
AEEDE - Asociación Española de Escuelas de Dirección de Empresa
ASFOR - Associazione Italiana per la Formazione Manageriale
Association of IAE’s
BMDA - Baltic Management Development Association
CAMBAS - Czech Association of MBA Schools
CEEMAN - Central and East European Management Development Association
CFBSD - Canadian Federation of Business School Deans
Chapitre des Ecoles de Management - Conférence des Grandes Ecoles
Civilekonomerna - The Swedish Association of Graduates in Business Administration and Economics
Danish Business Economists
EFMD - European Foundation For Management Development
FNEGE - La Fondation Nationale pour l’Enseignement de la Gestion des Entreprises
FORUM - Association of Management Education
GMAC® - Graduate Management Admission Council®

Siviløkonomene - Norwegian Association of Masters of Science in Business
RABE - Russian Association of Business Education
SEFE - The Finnish Association of Business School Graduates
VSNU - Vereniging van Samenwerkende Nederlandse Universiteiten


