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Abstract
Open Badges are verifiable and shareable records of achievement widely used to
demonstrate skills to potential employers. This paper looks at the current status of Open
Badges globally and in higher education and discusses the potential of increased use of
digital microcredentials to support major European policy initiatives.

1 Background
This is one of a series of papers for the EUNIS audience with titles inspired by the science fiction
works of Douglas Adams. The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (Adams 1979) is a cult science fiction
work that follows the fortunes of an Englishman, Arthur Dent, left to explore the galaxy, in his pajamas
and dressing gown, when Earth is destroyed to make way for a hyperspace bypass. Arthur has to develop
various new survival skills on his journey. He is however advised that the most useful competence an
intergalactic hitchhiker can have is to always “know where your towel is”.
These days learners have many ways to demonstrate their skills and competencies and gain
recognition for both formal and informal learning. This paper looks at Open Badges and the technical
standard that underpins the process of accrediting learning in this way.

2 What are Open Badges?
Open Badges are information-rich visual records of verifiable achievements earned by recipients
and easily shared on the web and via social media.
Open Badges is the world's leading format for digital badges. Open Badges is not a specific product
or platform, but a type of digital badge that is verifiable, portable, and packed with information about
skills and achievements.

The Open Badges standard describes a method for packaging information about accomplishments,
embedding it into portable image files as digital badges, and includes resources for web-based
validation and verification. Open Badges describe who earned it, who issued it, the criteria required,
and in many cases even the evidence and demonstrations of the relevant skills.
The Open Badges standard was originally developed by the Mozilla Foundation. Since 2017
managing and advancing the standard has been the responsibility of IMS Global Learning Consortium,
a non-profit membership organization that develops and manages a variety of educational standards for
data interoperability.

Figure 1: Description of Open Badges. This image is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

In 2020 IMS Global Learning Consortium and Credential Engine surveyed a range of global badge
technology providers (including providers in Finland and Italy) and found an 80% increase over 2018
figures in terms of badges issued. The respondents accounted for some 43.3 million badges issued
worldwide.*

3 Relevance to higher education
The relevance of Open Badges to skills-based/vocational education is evident. There has been
interest from the higher education sector in the potential of Open Badges to help students demonstrate
their employability for many years (e.g. Glover & Latif 2013) but use of the approach is still far from
being mainstream in this area. A 2015 survey in UK higher education (Boxwell 2015) found that
institutions were more likely to use open badges for staff continuing professional development than to
evidence student competences.
The higher education experience is about more than simply gaining a qualification and Open Badges
can be an ideal way to show skills gained through extra-curricular activities. These are often the kind
of skills most in demand by employers seeking to choose between many well-qualified graduates.

* These figures exclude open badges issued via Moodle due to the tens of thousands of decentralized Moodle installations
worldwide.

4 Open Badges in Europe
As part of a Europe-wide picture, the use of Open Badges can be even more valuable when linked
to ESCO the European Skills, Competences, Qualifications and Occupations framework. ESCO is a
kind of multilingual dictionary describing, identifying and classifying professional occupations and
skills relevant for the EU labor market and education and training area.
Supporting the take-up of micro-credentials was one of the flagship actions in the European
Commission’s 2020 European Skills Agenda (European Commission 2020) and a group of higher
education experts was invited to develop a roadmap for this.
At the end of 2020, the European Commission committed to ensuring that the Europass Digital
Credentials Infrastructure (EDCI) will be compatible with Open Badges and to develop a plan for this
during 2021.
Gaining experience with Open Badges now will be a valuable step for institutions who will find
micro and digital credentialling an increasingly important part of accrediting learning in the future.

5 Get involved
If you are interested in issuing, displaying or hosting Open Badges, the Open Badges standard is a
free and open specification available for adoption.
The EUNIS Learning and Teaching special interest group is interested in this topic so please get in
touch if you have a story to tell or experience to share.
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