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Abstract: The European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive expanded
its Non-Financial Reporting Directive requirements to companies with over 250 employ-
ees, mandating their sustainability reporting from 2025. This expansion will quadruple
the number of companies subject to mandatory reporting, presenting new challenges for
their managers and responsible employees. Companies will have to report according to
the European Sustainability Reporting Standards. This article addresses gaps in voca-
tional education and training (VET) programs related to sustainability knowledge and
reporting. It aims to establish a unified approach for VET teachers and learners across
the EU, preparing them for the evolving job market demands. The methodology ADDIE
(Analysis/Design/Development/Implementation/Evaluation) was used to develop the
curriculum and training. The research began by creating a knowledge repository and a
questionnaire, focusing on current reporting practices and job requirements, and continued
with preparing materials for the training course. The course encompassed six learning
units: (1) European legislation and sustainability standards, (2) sustainability management,
(3–5) environmental, social, and corporate dimensions, and (6) sustainability reporting.
The initiative included multiplier (dissemination) events, pilot applications, and online
course tests. To deliver the course effectively, an interactive e-learning platform was de-
veloped; gamification elements and other engaging activities were included to enhance
learning outcomes.

Keywords: sustainability; corporate reporting; EU directive; education; e-learning

1. Introduction
The Brundtland Commission’s definition of sustainable development as “meeting the

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs” is general, and does not provide guidance on how to implement action [1].
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Subsequently, many concepts have been developed that address corporate sustainability
and consider the triple bottom line (people, planet, profit) including corporate sustain-
ability reporting. However, mainstreaming corporate sustainability (e.g., with the circular
economy concept) can lead to different results, depending on which targets or indicators of
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) the company selects [2].

For this reason, many authors have emphasized the need for an alignment of the
different reporting frameworks [3]. Mandatory disclosure of information is usually ac-
companied by an increase in its credibility and a focus on a wide range of stakeholders,
not just shareholders [4]. As a result, companies also tend to disclose more social and
environmental information after achieving higher profits initially by adopting sustain-
ability practices [5]. A new need has also emerged for companies to communicate their
sustainability in corporate reports in a graphic way with symbols [6]. The next step in
corporate sustainability reporting is a paradigm shift from standardized disclosures to an
understanding of sustainability—staying within the planet’s boundaries [7,8].

The creation of new job profiles with corresponding competencies can effectively
support the implementation of sustainability concepts in the value chain [9].

1.1. Corporate Sustainability Reporting

In 2019, the European Commission launched an ambitious initiative “The European
Green Deal”, EGD [10], as an integral part of the United Nations Agenda 2030 and its
SDGs [11]. Reliable, comparable, and verifiable information plays an important part in
enabling consumers to make more sustainable decisions and reduces the risk of ‘greenwash-
ing’. As a part of the EGD initiatives, companies are required to report against a standard
methodology and to assess their impact on the environment. The Non-Financial Reporting
Directive, NFRD [12], laid down rules on the disclosure of non-financial information by
companies and was transposed fully in all EU Member States (including partners’ coun-
tries). However, as the reporting obligation only applied to certain types of companies (over
500 employees), the proportion of businesses disclosing non-financial information was low.
Moreover, several problems were identified, raising a question mark on the companies’
capacity to deliver such reports; various analyses revealed that, in many cases, information
was provided at a general level and/or data were incomplete and non-comparable.

In 2022, the EU reached an agreement to replace the NFRD with the Corporate Sus-
tainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) [13], which extends its scope to companies with
over 250 employees and certain small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that will be
required to report on non-financial aspects of their business—the first time in 2025 for the
financial year 2024 (European Parliament, 2022). During the years 2025–2029 (Figure 1),
the number of companies subject to mandatory reporting will thus increase from 11,700 to
approximately 50,000. As a result, managers and responsible employees will have to cope
with new challenges.
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EU law requires all large companies and all listed companies (except listed micro-
enterprises) to disclose information on their risks and opportunities arising from social and
environmental issues and disclose the impacts of their activities on people and the environ-
ment. This helps investors, civil society organizations, consumers, and other stakeholders
in evaluating the sustainability performance of companies as part of their environmental,
social, and governance (ESG) assessment. Under the NFRD, large companies must pub-
lish information related to (a) environmental matters, (b) social matters and treatment of
employees, (c) respect for human rights, (d) anti-corruption and bribery, and (e) diversity
on company boards (in terms of age, gender, educational, and professional background).
The reporting rules apply to large companies and groups across the EU including listed
companies, banks, insurance agencies, and others designated by national authorities as
public interest companies.

Guidelines on NFR have been published by the European Commission [15,16] to
help large companies disclose environmental and social information. These guidelines
are not mandatory, and companies may decide to use international, European, or national
guidelines according to their own characteristics or business environment.

The CSRD modernizes and strengthens the rules on the social and environmental
information that companies must report. A broader set of companies is now required
to report on sustainability—about 50,000 companies in total, corresponding to 75% of
their turnover:

1. All large companies (regardless of their capital market orientation) that meet at least
two of the following three requirements: 250 or more employees; 50 MEUR (million
EUR) in net turnover; and/or 25 MEUR in assets.

2. All listed companies on EU-regulated markets. This also applies to companies not
established in the EU, but listed in EU-regulated markets generating a net turnover of
150 MEUR and that have at least one subsidiary or branch in the EU.

3. Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) listed on EU-regulated markets from the
financial year 2026. SMEs will have separate, less rigorous standards compared to the
ones applied to large companies—they must report in 2027 for the financial year 2026.

4. Micro-enterprises with less than 10 employees or under 20 MEUR are the only ones
not covered by the CSRD.

The CSRD does not directly specify fines or penalties for non-compliance by companies
subject to the new reporting requirements [17], as each EU Member State defines the
fines and penalties according to the current enforcement of annual report auditing and
submission. The EU has amended some Directives related to annual financial reporting
and auditing, and Member States have followed these specifications. Besides monetary
fines, non-compliance with CSRD can have some legal implications (e.g., litigation risks,
regulatory scrutiny, operational disruptions), corporate sanctions, and reputational risks.

The new rules will ensure that investors and other stakeholders have access to the
information they need to assess the investment risks arising from climate change and other
sustainability issues. They will also create a culture of transparency about the impact of
companies on people and the environment. Finally, the reporting costs will be reduced for
companies from the medium- to long-term by harmonizing the information to be provided.

Companies subject to the CSRD must report according to the European Sustainability
Reporting Standards, ESRSs, prepared by the European Financial Reporting Advisory
Group, EFRAG [18]. The CSRD also makes it mandatory for companies to have an audit to
verify the reported information. In addition, it provides for the digitalization of sustainabil-
ity information. The rules introduced by the NFRD remain in force until companies apply
the new rules of the CSRD.
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The EU taxonomy is a classification system, which establishes a list of environmentally
sustainable economic activities and could play an important role in helping the EU scale
up sustainable investment and implement the EGD. The EU taxonomy would provide
companies, investors, and policymakers with appropriate definitions for which the eco-
nomic activities of companies can be considered environmentally sustainable. In this way,
it should create security for investors, protect private investors from greenwashing, help
companies become more climate-friendly, mitigate market fragmentation, and help shift
investments to where they are most needed. The Taxonomy Regulation establishes six
environmental objectives: (1) Climate change mitigation, (2) Adaptation, (3) Sustainable
use and protection of water and marine resources, (4) Transition to a circular economy,
(5) Pollution prevention and control, and (6) Protection and restoration of biodiversity
and ecosystems.

1.2. Education for Sustainable Development

Vocational education and training (VET) deals with the knowledge, skills, and compe-
tencies for practical work. VET concentrates on a specific trade, occupation, or vocation
for students or employees. It was more frequent at the secondary level, but is becoming
increasingly important in tertiary institutions. The EU started to develop VET in 1963 by
establishing an Advisory Committee on Vocational Training (ACVT) [19]. The European
Center for the Development of Professional Training (Cedefop) was developed in 1975. In
2022, 47% of adults aged 25 to 64 participated in education and training, and 64% of adults
participated in informal learning in the EU [20].

In 1980, other OECD countries joined the initiative of developing technical education.
The OECD stresses three key areas of VET: (1) Education for the simultaneous digital and
green transition, (2) Lifelong learning (LLL), and (3) Skilled teachers and trainers [21]. In
its annual ‘Education at a Glance’ reports, the OECD presents statistical data about VET
in member countries, covering access, participation and outcomes, financing, teachers,
etc. [22].

In 2020, the European Council recommended that VET be based on sustainable com-
petitiveness, social fairness, and resilience [23]. In the same year, the Osnabrück Declaration
was accepted by responsible ministers of the EU Member States, presenting recommenda-
tions for actions in the following four directions of VET [24]:

1. Developing quality, inclusiveness, and flexibility;
2. Establishing a culture of lifelong learning;
3. Promoting sustainability in their curricula;
4. Maintaining an international dimension in the EU and other European countries.

Lifelong learning is spreading out to ensure that knowledge, skills, and competen-
cies are available to everyone throughout their entire lives. It is often combined with
online teaching, enabling better accessibility with less time and money spent, and with
international teaching staff.

Since the pandemic, short education or training courses, often broken down into a se-
ries of modules, are usually offered by distance learning and evaluated by micro-credentials.
The credentials certify that the learning outcomes of specified duration or volume and good
quality have been achieved. These can be combined in larger educational units, or even
degrees, which enable people to reach the knowledge, skills, and competencies they need
for their personal and professional development.

In 2022, the Council of the European Union (EU) adopted a Recommendation for a
European approach to micro-credentials for lifelong learning and employability [25]. The
Council Recommendation aims to:
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• Enable individuals to acquire, update, and improve their knowledge, skills, and
competencies needed for the transitions to the sustainable and digital economy;

• Support the micro-credential providers to maintain the quality, transparency, and
flexibility of their learning;

• Foster inclusiveness, access, and equal opportunities, and contribute to the achieve-
ment of resilience, social fairness, and prosperity for all, in a context of demographic
change and throughout all phases of economic cycles.

The Recommendation supports the development, implementation, and recognition of
micro-credentials in different institutions and sectors, and across borders. They are learner-
centered and flexible, allowing the learner to choose what, where, and when to study.
Standardization is required to ensure quality, transparency, cross-border comparability,
recognition, and portability.

The OECD has published a paper on micro-credentials, describing their potential and
limitations [26].

1.3. Education for Sustainability Reporting

Educational initiatives play a pivotal role in fostering corporate sustainability report-
ing, equipping professionals with the necessary skills and knowledge to navigate this
complex field. The Erasmus+ project “Smart Education for Corporate Sustainability Re-
porting” (SECuRe) focuses on developing a vocational course centered on sustainability
strategies and related activities, aiming to enhance the participants’ understanding of
sustainable practices and their implementation in corporate settings. Moreover, the Global
Reporting Initiative (GRI) Academy offers a comprehensive training program on impact
reporting, allowing individuals to stay abreast of global sustainability trends and reporting
standards [27]. These courses often begin by offering a broad overview of sustainability
concepts and delve gradually into specific corporate sustainability strategies, enabling par-
ticipants to grasp the nuances of sustainability reporting in the current business landscape
and its future implications.

These courses provide a thorough understanding of essential concepts in corporate
sustainability by using case studies and video examples, enriching the learning experience
and promoting practical application. Education programs aim to empower learners to
become change agents for sustainability, by providing them with the skills needed to drive
meaningful transformations within their organizations and beyond [28].

Integrating sustainability education into corporate reporting not only fosters a culture
of environmental and social responsibility, but also paves the way for innovation and strate-
gic growth aligned with the SDGs. Many articles and papers underscore the significance
of education as a catalyst for sustainable business practices and highlight the need for
continuous learning and development in promoting corporate sustainability reporting.

The project aims to fill a gap in VET programs dealing with knowledge in sustainability
strategic approach and reporting as well as build up a common approach for VET teachers
and learners across the EU to respond to the requirements of the future and flexible
job market:

• Developing partnerships amongst educators, businesses, and other stakeholders,
aimed at promoting work-based learning in all its forms, supporting VET learners in
acquiring and developing skills and key competencies in sustainability reporting, and
fostering employability.

• Introducing open education and innovative digital practices, making education available
for all, and facilitating new learning methods by developing a new e-learning platform.

• Facilitating the recognition and validation of competencies for the SECuRe Manager
job, covering the needs of companies, by the creation of an innovative VET course.
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• Implementing/testing during short-term training and demo training the developed
learning content and learning materials.

This article will review the preparation, development, and testing of the SECuRe
course for CSR by analyzing its strengths and weaknesses, gaps, etc. First, the methods
used will be described, followed by the state-of-the-art review in partner countries, based on
questionnaire results, the developed course content, pilot application, experimental online
training, and testing the course when issuing the ECTS certificate for lifelong learning.

2. Methods
The methodology ADDIE (Analysis/Design/Development/Implementation/Evaluation) [29],

an instructional systems design framework for the development of training courses, was
used to elaborate the SECuRe course. We applied the following activities in the method-
ological steps in our output:

• Analysis phase (specify the problems to be solved, find the needs and objectives, actual
and desired skills, knowledge, and abilities, and define learning goals).

• Design phase (specification of the learning objectives, elaboration of the course cur-
riculum and structure, delivery methods, instructional strategies).

• Development phase (creation of the content, development of e-learning and communi-
cation strategy, testing the learning product outcomes and training materials).

• First evaluation phase (training the trainers, course delivery, communication with
learners and their support).

• Implementation phase (evaluation of the design, procedures for training teachers and
learners, improving the course curriculum, learning outcomes, method of delivery,
and testing procedures, including new software or hardware tools).

• Second evaluation phase (pilot application with demo training), and final assessment
using several experimental online trainings.

For assessing the e-learning platform during the demo training, we applied the us-
ability lab methodology [30] in our evaluation as an innovative element. In the literature,
usability shows how efficiently users can apply a product, a brochure, an application, a
website, a software package, or a video game to achieve their goals. The purpose of the
practice is to discover any missed requirements or any kind of development that seems to
be intuitive, but ends up confusing inexperienced users.

The theoretical side of the project methodology consisted of a literature search, which
is presented in the knowledge repository (KR). This is an online database (with 100 items
at the last update) that captures, organizes, and categorizes knowledge-based information
systematically. The KR has a user-friendly structure and is included on the website of
the project as unrestricted access to establish an active link between the project and the
user community.

The practical methodology included the partners’ overviews of the situation in their
countries regarding the state-of-the-art in the usage of NFRD as well as the preparative
activities for the introduction of the CSRD. Information regarding the stakeholders’ needs
and barriers was collected by at least 15 respondents from each partner country, based on a
targeted questionnaire. The developed course was assessed, evaluated, and improved in
several consecutive steps: (a) joint staff training and course pilot; (b) five multiplier events,
one in each country, (c) intermediate, and (d) final tests of the course in each partner country.

3. Results
The project results include: (1) a knowledge repository, (2) development of the VET

course for holistic, strategic, and sustainable performance, (3) development of the project
web page including an alternative e-learning platform for the course, (4) pilot application of
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the course, (5) experimental online training, and (6) lifelong learning with ECTS certificate
experience. All courses were given for free. The costs were included in the two project
budgets with some additional financing from the partners’ institutions.

The project target group included VET providers, environmental associations, local
authorities, job finding/creation associations, employee agencies and associations, VET
learners/students in the environment, engineering, manufacturing, process, and technol-
ogy, or business management programs, professionals from industry, financial, and public
institutions interested in enriching their interdisciplinary skills and knowledge in the field
of sustainability, and, in particular, CSR and SDG reporting.

The project web page (https://platform.csr-secure.eu/) (accessed on 12 July 2024)
includes an interactive e-learning platform for the course from which users can access the
knowledge repository and course material used for training for free. Offering learning
material online is essential to reach a broad target group and to introduce future-oriented
ideas, concepts, and skill sets to the market. The possibility of following daily activities
remotely is of high importance. At the same time, the platform serves as a network of
internal users, enabling course participants to communicate and learn from the ideas, skill
sets, and experiences of others enrolled in the course. By engaging in a shared task, the
course participants gain the opportunity to learn a variety of skills that are essential to
managers such as group analysis and collaborative team building. The platform is available
in English and five languages of the partner countries, allowing for a broad application in
the companies. The database includes the name of the source, a short description, and a
link to the document, and is an open source available free of charge on the project online
platform in all project languages.

The knowledge repository (https://csr-secure.eu/knowledge/), (accessed on 12 July
2024) helps learners to connect with information and expertise globally via online searchable
libraries by providing a central location to collect, contribute, and share digital learning
resources for use. It includes scientific research, webpages, case studies, and databases. The
KR is available in English and five partner languages (Czech, Polish, Romanian, Slovenian,
and Spanish). The search can be filtered by the year of publication (2004–2024), by access
type (free, payable), by 14 resource types (e.g., article, book, legislation, standard, video,
regular course or training, tool, best practice or case study, web site), or by 39 keywords
(e.g., circular economy, climate change, corporate sustainability, disclosures, ESG, EU
taxonomy, GHG protocol, GRI, SDG, social responsibility, sustainability reporting). ESRSs
as presented by EFRAG were also included in the platform.

3.1. State-of-the-Art Review

The research aimed to understand the state of knowledge in companies, their needs,
and the main barriers. The user analysis (from the project application) focused on:

• Defining and characterizing the target groups;
• Validating the content of the SECuRe course program to be developed;
• Providing important information regarding the relevant gaps to be addressed;
• Exploring the level of existing knowledge;
• Perceiving the potential learners’ needs and expectations;
• Finding the desired outcomes and expectations of the proposed high-quality program.

A questionnaire with 37 open and closed questions was sent to stakeholders in each
partner country. Seventy-seven of them responded. Thirty companies were large and
obliged to report non-financial data (NFR); 31 were SMEs that did not prepare their NFR.
Online questionnaires were sent to responsible managers in partner countries: heads
of departments, chairpersons, board members and directors, corporate environmental
managers, CSR managers, engineers, specialists from financial institutions, environmental

https://platform.csr-secure.eu/
https://csr-secure.eu/knowledge/
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and resource planning agents, etc. Most of the responders were managers or experts on
sustainability issues from large companies and SMEs.

The answers from partner countries indicated that most large companies were publish-
ing annual NFR information, either nationally, or as a member of an international group.
A total of 43% of companies were not required to report non-financial data, and 55% of
them did not have a person responsible for sustainability reporting. The most important
constraints in corporate sustainability reporting were lacking knowledge (30%) and lack of
data (25%).

These trends were derived from a structured questionnaire distributed to 77 par-
ticipants, representing both large corporations and SMEs. The following trends in en-
vironmental, social, and governance (ESG) reporting were obtained from responses to
the questionnaire:

• The reporting companies had a clear preference for communicating ESG information
via a separate report, rather than including these data in their annual financial reports.

• The responses indicated that the environmental dimension and sustainability man-
agement were the most frequently reported issues, while the social and governance
dimensions were reported less frequently.

• 30% of the respondents answered that they were using ISO standards (series 9000 [31],
14000 [32], 26000 [33], 51000 [34]), but only 29% of them were using CSR standards or
NFR; 48% of them had a sustainability target.

• There was a growing interest in using recognized reporting standards like the GRI
(14%) or others (10%); 52% of the companies were not familiar with the European
CSR guidelines.

• Companies listed customers as the most important stakeholders, followed by the
company owners, investors, or banks.

• Only in a few reports was an opinion issued by an independent verifier. In most cases,
the opinion was of limited assurance and related to a narrow set of indicators.

• Concerns about climate change were increasing at the local level, with targets for
reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. However, only a few companies were
reporting at the local level on the risks associated with climate change.

The responses showed that companies were following the Task Force on Climate-
related Financial Disclosure (TCFD) increasingly by accepting their recommendations [30]:

1. Companies disclosed climate-related information increasingly in their filings.
2. Preparers and users of disclosure viewed climate-related issues increasingly as main-

stream business and investment considerations.
3. The number of companies implementing the recommendations has grown, and the

types of information disclosed are being further developed.
4. Disclosures are becoming more complete, and there is more appropriate pricing for

climate-related issues.

A total of 55% of the respondents were interested in learning how to write sustainabil-
ity reports, and 52% of them wished to attend the SECuRe course. The most interesting
topics for them were sustainability management (62%), environmental dimension (47%),
digitalization (40%), social dimension (38%), corporate governance (36%), stakeholder
engagement (32%), and materiality analysis (30%).

3.2. Training Course Contents

The course addresses the area of VET, and combines an academic perspective with
hands-on practical work, giving the participants the knowledge, skills, and experience
they need to develop a career in sustainability, and, specifically, in being able to develop
sustainable management and reporting services. Multiplier events were organized to
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disseminate the early project results and receive suggestions for course improvements. The
training content was designed to allow the participants to develop clear alternatives for
professional organizations to secure a sustainable future in economic, environmental, and
social terms.

Six learning units (LUs, modules) were developed. Each one starts with a job profile
and expected learning outcomes—knowledge, skills, and competencies. The learning
outcomes were structured by the standards outlined in the European Qualifications Frame-
work, EQF, and the European credit system for VET, ECVET [35]. The learning units (LUs)
had a total value of 5 ECTS (European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System) with a
duration of 25 h (hours) each. The text of all the LUs, together with the general introduction,
embraced 357 pages; the LU presentations amounted to 189 PowerPoints.

The six main topics of the course (modules) include:

(1) European and international legislation and sustainability standards (introducing key ele-
ments of the EU Directive and global regulations, and the most important European
and world standards for the sustainability reporting of companies and financial mar-
ket participants). Corporate sustainability reporting is the process by which compa-
nies communicate their ESG performance, and it is becoming increasingly important.
Reporting involves disclosing information about a company’s activities related to
sustainability, reducing greenwashing, and increasing transparency. Reports often
include information about the company’s sustainability goals, strategies, performance
indicators, and how the company manages ESG risks and opportunities. Reporting
on sustainability can help companies identify areas for improvement, enhance their
reputation, and attract socially responsible investors and customers.

(2) Sustainability management (characteristics, sustainability as strategy, business models
for sustainability). Sustainability and environmental protection are already at the
foreground of world economic and political debate, after spending decades on the pe-
riphery of public and corporate concerns. The capability to complete sustainability is
increasingly regarded as a sign of a well-managed organization. As the private sector
shifts toward more sustainable practices, humankind is getting closer to reaching a
critical mass that can have a significant impact on the global economy. Sustainability
management can also be defined as economic production and consumption, which
reduces the environmental impact while increasing resource conservation and reuse.

(3) Environmental dimension (use of resources, pollution, climate change). Companies are
expected to provide detailed information on their environmental policies, strategies,
targets, and performance as well as any risks and opportunities related to environmen-
tal issues. This LU introduces basic knowledge regarding natural capital and its actual
status, how to manage natural resources and biodiversity, and why it is important;
what are the key elements of climate change, the businesses’ risks and opportunities
about climate change, and how businesses can assess their GHG emissions and plan
for climate change mitigation and adaptation. Furthermore, the overall business
impact on the environment is presented as well as how to measure it by using specific
indicators. Finally, the unit presents the key requirements of environmental reporting
and how to assess the overall environmental performance of the business.

(4) Social dimension (diversity and equality, consumer protection, human rights). Human
rights, cultural, and other fundamental rights and freedoms make up a substantial
part of the SDGs, the European Social Charter, and EU sustainability legislation.
Business enterprises can impact the human rights of their employees, consumers,
and communities profoundly wherever they operate. These impacts may be positive,
such as increasing access to employment or improving public services, or negative,
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such as polluting the environment, underpaying workers, gender, racial, or social
discrimination, or forcibly evicting communities.

(5) Corporate governance dimension (management structure, stakeholder relations). This
refers to the relations between the company’s management, its board, shareholders,
and broader stakeholders, how the company’s goals are achieved, the structure of
its bodies, and the guiding principles (internal policies) directing all its operations—
from compensation, risk management, and employee treatment to financial results,
reporting, and dealing with the impacts on climate, environment, human rights, etc.
Corporate governance that calls for upstanding and transparent company behavior
leads a company to ethical decisions that benefit all of its stakeholders.

(6) Sustainability reporting (importance and benefits, legislative aspects, standards, tools,
and indicators of sustainable reporting). Standardization and digitization help to
ensure that data are accurate, consistent, and reliable. Standardization establishes a
common set of rules and guidelines for collecting, storing, and reporting data, while
digitization helps to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of data management by
converting the data from a physical to digital form. The approach to reporting can be
centralized or distributed.

Some teaching and learning aids are available online in the KR at the SECuRe Platform
with open and free access. Two user guides are also available on the platform—one for
students and another for teachers. Two videos introduce the course, the first one on the
course contents, and the second on the organization of the learning and certifications. A
forum is available for discussions, and a list of the abbreviations used is also within reach.

3.3. Pilot Application

The objective of this action was to assess the resources created during the development
of the course (knowledge repository, curriculum content and training materials, and the
e-learning platform). The feedback from participants closed the loop, facilitating further
refinement of the products developed under the project. To test the developed VET course,
demo training was carried out in the five partner countries.

Face-to-face teaching activities encompassed the content, case studies, and exercises.
To test the course content, the following steps were applied: formative evaluation was used
to modify the teaching and learning activities, improve student attainment, and involve
qualitative feedback for both the learners and teachers. They focused on the details of
content and performance and were based on a small group evaluation. The usability lab
methodology was applied to test the e-learning platform during the demo training.

A good balance of participants between teachers, professionals from companies, man-
agers, and consultants was reached in all countries. The number of participants was as fol-
lows: Czech Republic 22, Poland 18, Romania 23, Slovenia 20, and Spain 20—altogether 103.

At the end of the day, the participants were asked to provide feedback regarding the
pilot course. Participants from all partner countries provided feedback on the following
topics: evaluations of the knowledge hub, the course structure and content, the online
platform usability, and evaluation of the training quality and procedure. The results were
also presented and discussed at an international conference [36].

The evaluation of the course across multiple countries highlighted a range of per-
spectives and feedback. The participants in the Czech Republic expressed concerns about
the practical challenges in ESG implementation and reporting as well as the need for a
more comprehensive coverage of broad ESG topics. Despite this, they appreciated the
opportunity to learn about ESG, especially given the lack of available materials on the
subject. In Slovenia, the course received praise for its preparation and quality content, with
suggestions for enhancements such as including a life cycle assessment (LCA) analysis
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and providing practical examples. The feedback from Spain was generally positive, em-
phasizing the course’s comprehensive and practical approach to sustainable management.
In Romania, the participants appreciated the course structure but criticized the online plat-
form’s functionality. Suggestions across all evaluations included the need for more practical
examples, improvements in platform usability, and offering focused courses on specific
topics. In Poland, the participants suggested that the KR should be updated because of the
progress of the ESG system and new legislation. The visual side of the platform could be
more user-friendly and more attractive, and that more case studies in the training materials
would be of additional value. The structure of the course was user-friendly, and the course
was well-arranged and prepared properly. Overall, while there were areas for improvement,
the participants expressed interest in completing the course and participating in future
related events.

Common themes across all of the evaluations included the desire for more practical
examples and improvements in online platform usability. Despite some critiques, the course
was generally well received, with the participants expressing interest in completing it.

The feedback collected from the participants during the pilot courses facilitated further
refinement of the learning products developed under the project. Some changes were also
made to the course content.

3.4. Methods of Evaluation

The methods of evaluation consisted of:

• Partial evaluation, which included interactive tests that could be accessed in the plat-
form: (1) two interactive exercises per module for fixing theoretical knowledge, and
(2) one practical homework per module, delivered in a digital hub indicated by the
trainer. Partial evaluation was graded on a scale of 1–10, depending on the quality,
clarity, and relevance of the projects provided by the student.

• The final assessment was submitted separately for theoretical and practical training in
the e-learning platform. In the theoretical part, the learner must answer 12 multiple-
choice questions in total, two per module; the questions are selected randomly from
the e-learning platform’s question bank. In the practical part, 11 homework as-
signments must be conducted online. The answers are graded automatically by
the review/assessment tool by assigning points 1–10 (1–5 points are unsatisfactory,
6—satisfactory, 7—good, 8—very good, 9—superior, and 10—outstanding). A total
of 60% of the total score/grade came from multiple-choice questions in the final eval-
uation, the passing score being ≥70%, and 40% from the evaluation of homework
assignments in practical preparation throughout the SECuRe course.

The pilot training and online platform evaluation questionnaire first asked for their
nationality and job activity. The evaluation of the KR was as follows: user-friendliness,
relevance, number and variety of sources, and likeliness of implementation. Evaluation of
the course structure and content included the relevance of the LUs, personal impressions,
suggestions, and remarks.

The online platform generates the official PDF Certificate of Attendance, SECuRe
Manager Certificate, and Transcript of Records automatically on the e-learning platform
in the learner folder (Table 1). The SECuRe Manager Certificate has a unique certification
code that can be used for the certification process. The quality, clarity, and relevance of the
SECuRe course were estimated by the participants using a feedback questionnaire after the
course—the questionnaire must be submitted before the e-learning platform automatically
generates a certificate.
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Table 1. Learner’s portfolio.

Learner’s Portfolio Path to Be Obtained

Europass CV Provided by the learner

Certificate of Attendance Passing the theoretical preparation

SECuRe Manager Certificate Passing the practical preparation and final assessment
and feedback questionnaire

Transcript of Records Passing the practical preparation and final assessment
and feedback questionnaire

The questionnaire evaluated the course content: LU topic selection, usefulness, and
effectiveness of the presentations, gamification influence on knowledge, sufficiency, and
effectiveness of the case studies used, the usability of the online learning platform, its
structure and navigation, visual design, gamification process, platform layout, registration,
evaluation process, and instructions on how to use the platform.

3.5. Experimental Online Training

The objectives of the online course were to carry out a final test of the SECuRe e-
learning, evaluate the learning activities, assess the learners’ progress, the quality and
effectiveness of the course, and collect feedback to improve future learning activities
and content.

A standard methodology for e-learning course development was followed, conducted
by all partners in their countries:

• Pre-course learning activity—two introductory videos were prepared and are available
on the platform, explaining to the participants what the course is about, how it is
structured, how to navigate the platform, and the requirements for completing it.

• Cycle of learning events—the course consists of a series of learning activities that
are scheduled every week. However, the students are free to go through the LUs
according to their pace and preferences. The learning activities include self-study as
well as a range of individual and collaborative activities such as readings, self-study
of different types of content, simple learning resources (documents and presentations),
video and audio content, interactive exercises, and individual assignments. Each LU
ends with a test—getting more than 70% of the answers right enabled the students to
proceed to the next LU.

• Final assessment—the assessment consists of a set of questions (assessment tests).
The pass rate for the course is also 70%. A Certificate of Achievement is issued to
successful students.

• Evaluation survey—the participants were asked to fill in the evaluation survey, which
provides course designers and facilitators with feedback from the participants.

The course is structured into six training modules, each with activities or games
(crossword puzzles, true or false questions, pair games, . . .) where each student can test
and evaluate the acquisition of knowledge. At the end of the course, and to obtain a
certificate, the students had to complete a questionnaire for each module and answer at
least a minimum number of questions. Until 31 July 2024, 333 people registered on the
platform, of whom 98 completed the course and 54 were still completing it; the remaining
181 users have not started the course tests yet.

The overall success rate of those participants who had completed the course (certifi-
cation quizzes) was 97.5%, with a range from 93.7% for LU3 to 99.8% for LU6. Using an
online questionnaire, the collected feedback from 36 graduates indicates that the overall
evaluation of the course was very positive—100% of the responding participants would
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recommend the course, they rated the course as very good. Figure 2 shows the statistics
of the 24 feedback questionnaires including the breakdown by country of origin of the
participants and the evaluation of the platform in terms of content and design.
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The 36 evaluators were mainly environmental or sustainability consultants (41.7%),
professionals from public or private companies (25.0%), managers (8.3%), and professors or
VET teachers (5.6%). The quality of the course was rated as very good by 33 out of 36 eval-
uators, as good by three, and as fair by one of them. LU6, Sustainability reporting (25/36),
and LU3, Environmental dimension (24/36), were evaluated as the most relevant, followed
by LU5, Corporate governance dimension (20/36), and LU4, Social dimension (18/36).

The final course content and results of testing were presented and discussed at an
international conference [37].

3.6. Learning Approach with ECTS Certificates for Lifelong Learning and Employability

Finally, the EU Recommendation was applied to support the development, implemen-
tation, and recognition of micro-credentials across institutions, businesses, sectors, and
borders [38]. The Slovenian National Program on the Recovery and Resilience Plan (the
RRP), financed by the EU, was used to test the course and fill the gap between people’s for-
mal education and training, and the needs of a fast-changing society and labor market [24].
The online course had free access and was not carried out in the other partner countries.

In addition to the normal tests described in Section 3.4, the students had to prepare
seminar work dealing with the sustainability report of a chosen company. The choice of
company was agreed between the student and the teacher and included a comparison
between the topics and key performance indicators of the company’s sustainability report
and the suggestions presented in the LUs of the SECuRe course. The students prepared an
outline of the suggested work, presented its draft in class, discussed it with their teacher
and colleagues, and wrote the seminar report. Besides the PowerPoint presentation and
seminar work, they had to prepare a written report on the homework duties required in
the SECuRe LUs.

The participants had three possible choices during the course: (a) they could just
acknowledge themselves with the contents, (b) they could study the content, take the tests
and receive a Certificate of Completion, or (c) they took the tests, did the homework, and
delivered a seminar work to obtain a Professional Certificate with ECTS units from the
University of Maribor. The course started with 52 participants but decreased gradually
during the five online meetings to 40. In their application, 37 expressed a desire to take the
tests, and 18 of them planned to obtain the Certificate with ECTS units. Thirty participants
finished the tests, and nine of them fulfilled the requirement for the Certificate and received
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the ECTS Certificate; the Certificate included the Identifications of the University and the
learner, the title, and the date of the course, the workload in ECTS, and the mark obtained.
The micro-credentials could not be issued as the course has not been certified by the
University of Maribor; however, they will be available when the RRP project is completed.

4. Discussion
The SECuRe project started in May 2022 and finished (after two months of prolon-

gation) at the end of June 2024. The period was well-matched with the EU Commission,
which published the CSRD in December 2022 [39]. It coincided well with the adoption of
the ESRS in July 2023, and their publication in a consolidated version in December 2023 [40].
In May 2024, EFRAG published guidance on the interoperability of ESRS and IFRS (the
International Sustainability Standards Board) for companies that wished to comply with
both standards [41]. According to our research, most European companies are using the
GRI framework at present; cooperation between EFRAG and GRI exists, and a high degree
of interoperability has been achieved between the ESRS and the widely used GRI stan-
dards [42]. In August 2024, a draft of frequently asked questions on the implementation of
the EU CSRD was also published by the European Commission [43]. These coincidences
helped the team prepare a well-structured and updated course and attractive LUs. Each LU
is presented on the SECuRe portal in text (350 pages for the six LUs) and in the PowerPoint
presentations. The course, with gaming and the quizzes with training evaluations, are
available on the SECuRe platform free of charge.

Interest in the course was very high. This corresponded to the growth of voluntary GRI
sustainability reporting: starting with 11 reports in 1999, reaching 2638 in 2010, 4412 in 2015,
and 9980 in 2021 [44]. In 2022, 96% of the G250 companies (the world’s largest 250 compa-
nies by revenue) and 79% of the N100 companies (a worldwide sample of 4 900 companies
comprising the top 100 companies by revenue in each of the 49 countries) reported their
sustainability data—a huge increase from 1999, when 35% of the G250 and just 24% of the
N100 companies reported them [45].

EU Member States are obliged to transpose the requirements of the CSRD into national
laws by the prescribed time limits, then the European Commission verifies the completeness
and correctness of the transposition. The National Transposition Acts are published on the
EUR-Lex webpage [46].

5. Conclusions and Suggestions for Further Research
Future enhancements could involve expanding coverage to include broader sustain-

ability aspects and incorporating practical examples for improved course effectiveness.
Additionally, targeted marketing strategies could help increase the visibility and participa-
tion in the program.

While the SECuRe course has made significant strides in advancing sustainability
education, several areas require further attention. Key gaps identified include the limited
emphasis on practical examples and case studies, which could enhance real-world applica-
bility. Moreover, the feedback indicated a need for broader coverage of sustainability topics
such as leadership in sustainable development and concepts of regenerative economy.
Additionally, the usability of the online platform, while functional, could benefit from
user-centric enhancements to improve navigation and engagement. Future iterations of
the course should prioritize these areas to address the evolving demands of sustainability
reporting and education better.
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Challenges in platform usability, as identified in the feedback, stemmed primarily
from a lack of user-centered design features. To address this, future platform iterations
should include intuitive navigation, enhanced visual appeal, and accessibility features
to cater to diverse user groups. Comparative insights from the literature on usability
testing methodologies, such as the usability lab approach, could guide improvements in
user experience.

Explicitly, this manuscript contributes to:

• Policy: Aligning vocational education with the CSRD requirements, providing a
blueprint for sustainability reporting education.

• Practice: Enhancing the usability of e-learning platforms to improve learner engage-
ment and outcomes.

Corporations with their shareholders and companies with their owners are introducing
and increasing sustainability approaches in their everyday lives worldwide. This began
by using ISO standards: the ISO 9000 series on Quality Management Principles in 1987,
ISO 14000 on Environmental Management Systems (EMS) in 1996, ISO 26000 on Social
Responsibility in 2010, ISO 50001 on Energy Management Systems in 2011, and in 2018, the
ISO 45001 on Health and Safety [47], which builds on international standards in this area,
e.g., on OHSAS 18000 (Occupational Health and Safety Assessment Series). The timeline
corresponds to the first appearance of the ISO standard [48].

ESG (the term ESG was first used by the UN Global Compact, but the concept is
older) reporting began in 2004. In 1999, the first GRI standards began to evolve and
became mandatory in some parts of the world. In 2002, the CDP (formerly the Carbon
Disclosure Project) was developed, and, by now, spread environmental disclosure to more
than 23,000 companies globally, while the GRI was used by 10,000. EFRAG and ISSB
(the International Sustainability Standards Board) started to create the ESRSs and IFRS
Sustainability Disclosure Standards in 2023, respectively. To use any standards efficiently,
employees need modern courses and good teachers.

This research contributed to the education and training of professionals in sustainabil-
ity practices, preparing them to navigate complex challenges within corporate sustainability
settings. By enhancing the understanding and skills related to sustainability reporting, the
project empowers individuals to drive meaningful transformations toward more responsi-
ble business practices. The SECuRe project responded to evolving job market demands by
equipping professionals with essential skills in sustainability reporting. This has economic
implications, as companies strive to comply with the sustainability directives and stan-
dards. Enhanced reporting capabilities can lead to improved corporate governance, risk
management, and strategic decision-making. Furthermore, the project aligns with broader
economic initiatives, such as the European Green Deal, which aims to transition toward a
more sustainable and resource-efficient economy. Sustainable practices address environ-
mental challenges such as climate change, resource depletion, and biodiversity loss. By
educating professionals on sustainability management and reporting, the SECuRe project
contributes to mitigating the environmental impacts associated with corporate activities.
Increased awareness and adoption of sustainability practices can drive reductions in carbon
emissions, resource consumption, and, overall, the environmental footprint.

By aligning with the CSRD and the ESRSs, the SECuRe project ensures relevance
and compliance with regulatory frameworks. This integration adds significant value by
preparing professionals to navigate and implement these directives effectively within
corporate contexts.
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While the project has made significant strides in sustainability education and reporting,
several limitations and avenues exist for further research. The participants highlighted
the need for broader coverage of the sustainability aspects beyond reporting such as
sustainable development leadership and regenerative economy concepts. The feedback
suggested a preference for including more practical examples and case studies in the course.
Further research could focus on developing additional practical resources and real-world
applications to enhance the effectiveness of the course. The challenges related to marketing
and awareness were noted. Further research could explore strategies for increasing the
program’s visibility and attracting participation from a broader audience including SMEs
and educational institutions.

The project has successfully developed a comprehensive vocational course on sustain-
ability reporting that aligns with the EU Directives and standards. Utilizing the ADDIE
methodology and an innovative e-learning platform, the project is equipping professionals
with the necessary skills and knowledge to navigate sustainability challenges within cor-
porate settings. The research findings indicate strong positive feedback and effectiveness,
with suggestions for further development to broaden the course content and enhance mar-
ket awareness. The SECuRe project represents a significant contribution to sustainability
education and has the potential to drive meaningful changes toward more sustainable and
responsible business practices.

The ADDIE methodology served as a foundational framework for course development,
providing structure and clarity. However, cross-referencing with existing studies that apply
ADDIE to vocational training contexts, particularly in sustainability reporting, can further
enhance its applicability and effectiveness in future iterations.

The CSRD only considers corporations and companies. What about other fields of
human endeavor? Or political units and associations (local communities, cities, regions,
states), social organizations (covering health care, education, and learning, social care,
army, police, courts, etc.), non-governmental organizations, all social units with more
than 250 employees or members? Universities and hospitals shall take the lead. The
United Nations, USA, and the EU with state governments shall prepare Directives for their
sustainability reporting.
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