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Studiesin Continuing Education

Understanding adult lifelong learning participation as a layered problem

Abstract:

This paperdiscussesthe layered nature of lifelong learning participation, bringing together
fragmented insightsin why adults do or do not participate inlifelong learning activities. The paper
will discuss the roles and responsibilities of individual ad ults, education and training providers and
countries’ social education policies, often labelled as the micro, meso and macro level. The aim of
thisworkis to add a new model to the knowledge base that attemptstointegrate separateinsights
at the three differentlevels. Apart from discussing the relevance of the micro, meso and macro level,
togetherwith acomprehensive model, the paper provides some recommendations for future
researchinthe area of adultlifelonglearning participation, such as the adop tion of multilevel
models, the need for more datalinkage and the desire for more diversification of researchinterms
of geographical spread and types of educational activities adults can undertake.
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Introduction

This paper starts from the observation that participation studies in the field of lifelong learning have
evolvedin previous years. Courtney’s 1992 publication ‘Why adults learn’ started from a strong
social psychological tradition, putting the main focus onthe individual’s motivation tolearnand
attitudes to participate, althoughinfluenced by significant others (Courtney, 1992). A range of
models presented in Courtney’s book, including the Chain of Response Model (Cross, 1981), the
Expectancy-Valence Model (Rubenson, 1977) and The Theory of Planned and Intended Behaviour
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1980), demonstrated the use of attitudinal and motivational models usedin
lifelong learning participation research, mainlyinthe 1970s and 1980s. Nowadays, participationis
much more understood as the result of an interaction between different players, notsolelyas a
decision made by the individual him/herself. This paper presents anintegrated overview of elements
discussedinthe international literature that helpsin understanding why adults do ordo not
participate in lifelonglearning activities and will focus on the role of different players, namely the
individual (potential) learner, the role of availablelearning opportunities and the characteristics of
the state in which learning opportunities and (potential) learners are situated. Given the ‘nested’
structure of these three main players —individualsin learning provisions in specificcountries —
arguments are then being made for studying participation issues through alayered lens, moving
beyond the fragmented focus on individuals or countries only. This paperis theoretical/conceptual
contribution tothe internationalliterature onlifelonglearning participation, which has been the
main focus of my work during the past 10 years (see e.g. Boeren etal., 2010; Boeren, 2016). In
explainingthe different ‘layers’ of my conceptual thinking, | will referto empirical papers to back up
my arguments, including to my own published work. Throughout the paper, it will becomeclear that
the lack of integration of micro, meso and macro perspectives prevents us from generating full
insightinthe complexity of lifelong learning participation.

Before goingdeeperintotheideaof ‘layered’ thinkingin adult lifelong learning participation
research, an overviewis provided on why participation studiesin the field of lifelonglearning are
important.

The importance of studying lifelonglearning participation

Leadinginternational organisations concerned with education pay attentiontothe issue of adult
lifelonglearning participation, whichisinfactreferringto participationin both formal and non-
formal education foradults (fora more detailed discussion on these terms and the importance of
participation studies, see Boeren, 2016). While arange of definitions of what counts as ‘formal’ and
‘non-formal’ are available in the literature, formal education is generally defined as credential -
based, leadingto an officially recognised award, diploma ordegree and in relation to adult
education, it often represents a similar ‘qualification ladder’ structure asto learning opportunities
offeredin compulsory education (see UNESCO, 1979; Colley etal., 2003). The non-formal segment
referstoorganised forms of education and training too, but there are no officially recognised awards
attachedto it. The focus on informal learningis rather absent from these discussions.

The European Commission wants 15 percent of all adults between 25and 64 to participate in atleast
one formal and/ornon-formal learning activity on afour weeks’ basis and participationis being
monitored based on the Labour Force Survey (European Commission, 2010). The OECD reflects on
adultlifelonglearning participation as part of the annual Education at a Glance publications and
participation has also been one of the key variablesin the Survey of Adult Skills, developed as part of
PIAAC (see e.g Desjardins, 2015). UNESCO and the World Bank are also active in discussing the
importance of adultlifelonglearning (UNESCO, 2013). Most of the debates on lifelonglearning have
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beenshapedinthe Western developed world (Europe, North America, Australiaand New Zealand),
but especially UNESCO has also paid attention to lifelong learning in developing countries, strongly
focussing onthe needforincreasingthe literacy skillsamongthe population, and women in specific
(see e.g. Aitchison & Alidou, 2009; Yousif, 2009; UNESCO, 2013). Lookingat the similarities between
aims of these leadinginternational organisations, the overallideas seem clear. Policy makers start
from the assumption that participationin lifelong learning activities can provide adults with
opportunities toincrease and maintain theirlevels of knowledge and skills, needed in the knowledge
based 21st Century global economy (see e.g. Griffin, inJarvis, 2010; Holford & Mohorcic-Spolar,
2012). Itis important to note that the dominantfocus on adultlifelonglearning, however, has
changed overthe years, as discussed by e.g. Rubenson (2006), Schuetze (2006), Barros (2012), ... .
Duringthe previous Century, the humanistic perspective of adultlifelonglearning was much more
central, with a strongeremphasisonlearning forcommunity development, cohesion and sense of
citizenship, strongly shaped by input from UNESCO. Nearerthe turn of the Century, learning became
labelled as ‘Human Resource Developmentindrag...” (see Boshier, 1998) and it is believed that the
focus on individual responsibilities and economically profitable activities has since increased. The
reason why adultlifelong learning participation is nowadays high on the policy agendahas thusa
strongeconomicrationale, with stronginvolvementin lifelonglearning debates of international
bodies, includingthe European Commission and the OECD (see e.g. Holford & Mohorcic-Spolar,
2012)

Despite the policy attention given to the topic, the field of adult lifelong learning remains
characterised by large inequalities. At the level of countries, itis clearthat participation ratesinthe
traditional Nordiccountries like Sweden and Denmark are much higherthanin Southern European
countries like Greece and ltaly (see e.g. Groenez et al.; Desjardins, 2017). However, at the level of
individual countries, there is an additional level of inequalities. Statistics are demonstrating thatin
all countries, e.g. those with the highestlevels of qualifications and those from the strongest socio-
economicbackgrounds participate significantly more than those in weakerand more vulnerable
positionsinsociety (Boeren, 2016). Furthermore, learning opportunities differ to people as aresult
of differencesin workplace cultures and countries’ and/or regions’ priorities for establishing
educational provisions as will be explained below.

Giventhe policy attention of lifelong learning and the huge inequalities that exist, isimportant to
keep onresearchingthe field of participation. The aim of this paperis thus to demonstrate that
understanding participationin adultlifelonglearning needs to go beyond the fragmented nature of
evidence available inthe literature, asis often the case. Itis important to recognise thatindividuals’
choicesto (not) participate are also influenced by the education and training opportunities available
to them, influenced by the dominant policies of the country theylivein, e.g. assetoutin education
and othersocial policies. In orderto demonstrate the relevance of this ‘layered’ structure, | will draw
on three levels mentioned above: (1) the individual adult, (2) the availability of education and
training providers and (3) the role of countries’ policies. | will briefly discuss the relevance of each
level separately, backed up by referencesto the literature. Afterwards, | will integratetheselevels
with the aimto presenta new comprehensive model, based on my knowledge of reading and
analysingthe adultlifelonglearningliterature during the pasttenyears. Thisintegrative way of
thinkingisthe core aspect of my work discussed in this paper.
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The three layers of adult lifelong learning participation: micro— meso— macro

Multilevelanalysisis atermthat is likely toremind people of aspecificstatistical technique which
incorporates differentlevels of analysis, e.g. pupilsin schoolsin the education context (see e.g. Field,
2013). In this paper, however, | want to draw attention to the differentlayers and nested structure
of lifelonglearning we need to recognise before we canreach a deep and sound understanding of
why adults do or do not participate in lifelonglearning activities. Therefore, | see this discussion as
theoretical with potentialto be used in both quantitative and qualitative empirical research. My
argumentis that international and comparativeresearch is avalid way forward to understanding this
participation question, inspired by e.g. the work of Bray and Thomas (1995) whose tool for
comparative andinternationalwork, in the form of a cube, outlines seven geographical and
locational levels which can be compared within educationalresearch, ranging fromworld regions to
individuals. The ‘higherup’ levels, often thought about as countries can be take into the mix and
they are useful as a broad range of actors — scholars, policy makers, practitioners —are interested to
learn from each other’s positive experiences. However, in the context of education and adult
learning, itisalsoimportantto explore existing learning opportunities available to the inhabitants of
these countries. This new layerorlevelof learning providers can be labelled as the meso-level.
Finally, itisstill the individual learnerwhois the central agentin the participation process, ass/heis
inthe end the one who counts as the participant and who will appearin official statistics monitoring
lifelonglearning participation. The individualadult can be seen as the micro-level part of the layered
participationissue.

Later in this paper, | will demonstrate how these different layers need to work togetherin orderto
realise participation, but beforedoingthat, itisimportantto provide an overview of the majortypes
of discussion that have taken place in the adultlifelonglearningliterature atthe differentlevels. In
doingso, | will mention arange of research outputs that have been produced in the past, both by
myself and colleagues and others, relying on their contributions in generating higherlevels of insight
inthe complex nature of lifelong learning participation.

The micro-level: differences between adults

From an individual perspective, there are many reasons why adults would or would not participate
inadultlifelonglearningactivities. Going backinto time, much attention in the scholarly field has
been devotedtothe role of motivation. This type of work has largely been described and discussed
in Courtney’s above-mentioned contribution ‘Why adults learn’, from the well-cited work of Houle
and histypology of activity-, goal- and learning-oriented learners to statistical empirical testing lead
by Boshierwho developed the Education Participation Scale, largely confirming Houle’s typology,
although adding some additional dimensions (see Houle, 1961; Boshier, 1971, 1985; Boeren, 2011).
Other motivational psychologists such as Vroom (1964) and Deci and Ryan (2013) have been cited by
scholarsinthe field of lifelong learning, recognising the importance of motivationinthe decision-
making processto participate in adultlifelong learning activities (or not). Motivationis also strongly
linked with otherindividual attributes such as confidence, self-efficacy and attitudes towards
learning. Scholars like Bandura (1977) have beencited in the scholarly literature and Fishbein and
Ajzen’s (1980) model of Planned and Intended Behaviour has also been discussed by Courtney,
demonstrating the need foradults to develop a positive attitude towards learning before an
intention to participate will be formed. Bluntand Yang (2002) have also worked on a specific
statistical scale intended to measure adults’ attitudes towards continuing education. Further
understanding of participation from anindividual perspective has also been offered in Tennant
(1997), an award winning work that discusses the work of a range of developmental psychologists
such as Vaillant (1977) and Levinson (1986). As an individual’s needs and intentions change over
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time, theirwork offers an answerto why participationin learning activities changes when getting
older. Much of thiswork in relation to motivation has influenced scholars working on lifelong
learning participation and examples of newer research drawing upon research tools such as
statistical scales developed and disseminated within these core works can e.g. be foundin Ridd ell et
al.(2012) and Saar et al. (2013).

At the individuallevel, based on available statistics, itis not difficult to recognise that participationin
adultlifelonglearningactivities is characterised by huge social inequalities (Boeren, 2016). As a clear
example of aMatthew effect, participationis highestamong groups of those who did already
successfully participate inlearning activities in the past and who did already succeed in having —
mostly —white collar jobs. This notion of success can be explained from a sociological perspective as
itisclearthereisa correlation between one’s own educational attainment and that of our parents
(see e.g. Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992; Milburn, 2012; Brown, 2013). But also inrelationtothe issues
described above, adults who failed in the compulsory education system might end up with alack of
motivation, low levels of self-belief and anxieties. Women are known to participate lessin
vocationally oriented non-formal learning activities, as are those bornin another country than where
they currently live (seee.g. Leathwood, 2006; Macleod, 2007; Wainwright, 2011). Understandingthe
individuallevel of lifelong learning participation thus also needs to pay attention to the dominant
class representationsin society and how this affects one’s chances to be participant or not. While
adultlifelonglearning can be seenasa meansto climb the social ladderand to advance one’s life
chances (see e.g. social mobility discussions by Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992; Milburn, 2012; Brown,
2013), reality demonstrates thisideahas failed. Lifelong learning participation mainly serves those
who can use itto stack up cumulative advantaged and notthe ones who can use it to compensate
for earliermissed life chances. These observations have also been discussedin relation to cost-
benefit models and Rational Choice Theory (see Allingham, 2002). For those who have little to start
with (e.g. educational level or money), the costs might be too high and the benefitstoo unclearto
positively decide on taking part.

In short, there are thus a range of elementsthat can helpin explainingwhy adults do ordo not
participate in lifelonglearning activities and this individual level has received much attentioninthe
literature duringthe 1970s and 1980s. However, itisimportantto recognise thisisonlyone layerin
a much more complex ‘multilevel’ layered model.

The meso-level: the role of education and training providers

The above section has discussed the important role of individuals in understanding why adults do or
do not participate inlifelonglearning activities. However, it would be too easy to conclude that
every exampleof non-participationis the result of alack of motivation or because the persondid not
come from a strong socio-economicbackground. In fact, participation can only take place if both the
individualand asuitable education or training offer successfully match. Providers who offerlearning
activities without exploringthe ‘market’ forit or without undertaking ane eds detection of the
populationthey wantto serve, might fail to attract learners. The OECD (2010) has also focussed on
the needforeducation and training provisions for everyonein orderto achieve more equity and
equalityinrelationtolifelonglearning. The structural components of learning providers and their
courses mightinfluence participation decisions, well explained by Schuetze and Slowey (2002) in the
context of highereducation. Institutions tended to offer courses using a ‘traditional’ mode, but have
nowadays more shifted towards a ‘lifelong learning’ mode. The traditional mode reflects on campus
learning, during fixed hours, in which learners have to followa highly structured curriculum. They
have little autonomyin how they wantto organise theirownlearning process. A lifelonglearning
mode offers more flexible entrance routes, flexible study hours, e.g. supported by opportunities for
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online orblended learning. Cross (1981) described that barriers preventing adults to participate are
often situational and dispositionalin nature, but also stressed the role of institutional barriers.
Providers asking forvery high enrolment fees or offering their courses at locations which are hard to
reach are in fact creatingtheirown barriers.

Focussing on education providers, it needs to be mentioned that a majority of lifelonglearning
activitiesinfact takes places within the workplace, representing non-formal training. Here as well, it
can be argued that the meso-level isavital componentinthe entire multilevel participation model.
Some workplaces are more restrictive than others, e.g. those who adopta much more expansive
view (see work of Fuller & Unwin, 2011; Hefler & Markowitsch, 2012; Kyndt & Baert, 2013;
Dammrich et al., 2014). For those being occupied inrestrictive workplaces, theiraimistostick to
their core task as much as possible and learning opportunities will only be provided if they are
strictly task-focussed. In expansive working environments, more attentionis being paid by
employerstothe overall development of the employee. Workingin largerfirms will also increase
adults’ chancesto participate intraining as these workplaces are more likelyto have specifictraining
units or human resource development units with specific training know-how. Again, these examples
demonstrate that whetheran adult will participatein lifelong learning participation or notis also
determined by the environmentin which s/he lives and the employers/he works for. Later on, when
bringing the three (micro-meso-macro) levels together, | will further elaborate on the stronglinks
betweentheselevels (e.g. highly educated adults who are more likely to end up in workplaces that
are knowledge-intensive and therefore providing more opportunities to learn).

The macro-level: the situation of country variation

Education policy nowadays is heavily linked with putting peer pressure on countries through arange
of benchmarks and indicators individual countries need to try to match, which has been labelled as
governance by numbers (Grek, 2009; Lawn & Grek, 2012). In relation to lifelonglearning, as pointed
out above, the European Commission wants 15 percent of the population to participate in atleast
one lifelonglearning activity measured on afour weeks basis and the OECD strongly monitors
lifelonglearning participationin the annual Education ata Glance reports (European Commission,
2010; Desjardins, 2015). Statistical evidence is clear. Participation rates widely vary across countries
and the highest participation rates are visiblein the Nordiccountries, followed by Anglo-Saxon
countries such as the United Kingdom and the United States of America. Southern European
countries score lowest, the West-European continental countries can be found somewhere in the
middle (see Boeren, 2016). Data for developing countries are not available to the same extent as
these countries do not participate in e.g. PIAACs Survey of Adult Skills. Understanding these
differencesis whatcan be labelled asthe macro-level layer of lifelonglearning participation and the
term ‘system level characteristics’ has been used aswell, e.g. by Groenez et al. (2007) although a
range of otherauthors have explored the relationships between participation and country level
characteristics as well (e.g. Dieckhoff et al., 2007, Roosmaa & Saar, 2012; Vogtenhuber, 2015).
Governments have different regulations on how they organise their education system and the social
policiesthey perceiveasimportant (foran overview see Dammrich etal., 2014). Furthermore, levels
of inequality in participation differamong countries as well (Roosmaa & Saar, 2010). The Nordic
countries are characterised by a strong welfare system and pay attention to offering training to
those inunemployment. The strengths of the economy, the level of innovation and investmentin
Research and Development are all known to correlate with lifelonglearning participation rates. The
huge variationin lifelonglearning participation rates among countries also strengthen the argume nt
that participation nowadays needs to be explored beyond the level of individual decision-making, as
consistent higher participation ratesin e.g. Sweden compared to e.g. Greece cannot be attributed
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towards ‘coincidence’. System characteristics cannot be ighored and evenin research concentrating
on onesingle country, itisrecommended to putits’ situationin perspective in relation to other
lifelonglearning systems.

Integrating three levelsinto a layered structure

Generatinginsightin why adults do ordo not participate inlifelonglearning activities is an attempt
that has been undertaken by a range of scholars and, as stated above, Courtney’s book ‘Why adults
learn’, publishedin 1992 has become aninfluential core workin the area (Courtney, 1992).
However, the field has now moved on and it has been one of the core aims of my own work during
the past 10 years to make sure participationis now being understood as something whichis much
more complex than focussing mostly on adults’ motivations. Research mentioned above explaining
the differentlayers (micro—meso—macro) of lifelonglearning participation have party explored
interactions between different levels: e.g. work

The overview of anew model thatincorporates the different layers of the participation puzzle which
| am about to presentinthis paperhas beeninformed by reading about participation studies at the
three separate levelsinthe firstinstance, but also through engagement with literature on structure
and agency approaches, e.g. inspired by the work of Giddens (1984; 1998) and the ecological system
of Bronfenbrenner (1979), a theoretical modelfollowingthe layered structure of individuals
surrounded by othersand the wider environment, visually presented by nested circles, although not
developed specifically in relation to lifelong learning. Within the lifelong learning literature on the
theoretical understanding of lifelong learning participation, the more recent focus on the concept of
‘Bounded Agency’ as discussed by Evans (2007) and Rubenson and Desjardins (2009) have been
important references as well. All these theories focus on the stronginteractions between the
individualagentand the structural elementsin which these individuals have been surrounded.
However, thinking about the role of educational institutions, characteristics of education and
training providers as a separate layer has received fewer attention in these publications. Work by
Baert etal. (2006) does have a strongerfocus on the level of educational i nstitutions, but remains
vague at the macro-level, payingless attention to the role of system characteristics. In bringing
togetherthe threelevels, | wantto argue that one way forward of betterunderstanding why adults
do or do not participate might be to undertake more research thattreats the subjectas a multi-
layered model.

The model, as can be foundin Figure 1, consists of three cogs. The ideabehind this modelis thatall
cogs needtobe turningaround. If one cog blocks, participation will be much more difficultto
achieve. Countries, | argue, have theirimportant policies, including arange of education and social
policies. Inrelation to education and training, they have abigsay in how they want to configure the
educationand lifelonglearning systemsintheircountries, how they wantto finance itand how
much standardisation and quality control they want toinclude, or whetherthey wantto provide
theireducation and training providers with astrongerlevel autonomy. As the lifelong learning
systemisstrongly connected tothe labour market, decisions made by governments at the level of
labour marketand economy are importantas well (see e.g. Groenez etal, 2007). Countries with
strongeractive labour market policies and social security systems are known to be more sensitive to
including adultsinto education and training as a meansto increase theirlifechances. Also astrong
investmentininnovation and research and developmentis known to relate to higher participation
rates, also found by Groenezetal. (2007)
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FIGURE 1: Comprehensive Lifelong Learning Participation Model - author’s own work
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The decisions made at this macro-level are affecting the way in which education and training
providersinthese countries are being shaped. They might receivefundingto reach a certain
populationorthey are being bound by a range of rules and regulations limiting theirautonomyin
what they can achieve. However, providers might also be encouraged to take ownership and design
theirown structuresand plans. This appliesto both educational institutions and providers of
workplace learning. Learninginstitutions need to be clearabout the type of courses they offer,
where it will take place, how muchit will cost, what the entrance conditions are and how much
flexibility learners willgetinfinishing the learning activity successfully. Itis also a task of the
institutions toinform adults well on the opportunities they have available forthem and to actively
reach outto them, especiallyimportant forthe mostvulnerable groups. Similar mechanisms are
presentatthe level of the workplace. Some places are more knowledge-intensive than others, have
more opportunities foremployees to grow into their role and have a strongertraining culture and
training know-how. Furthermore, whether adults will take place in workplace learningis also going
to be related to fundingavailablefortraining activities. Unsurprisingly, thisis likely related to the
extentcountries or governments are willing to subsidies companiesin theircountry, e.g.inorderto
remain competitive in the global knowledge economy.

Shiftingthe focus tothe learners, they are either nested inthese learning providers, or they might
not be participatingatall. Whetherthese adults reach the status of participationis affected by their
psychological characteristics such as motivation and attitudes, where they areinthe life course,
theirneedsandintentions, as well as their socio-economicand socio-demographicpositionsin life,
takinginto account participationinadultlifelonglearningactivitiesis aclassed and genderedissue.
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Furthermore, the psychological and social characteristics are unsurprisingly related to each other,
e.g.through decrease of confidence in one’s own abilities for those who are low -educated or who
are employedin elementary jobs.

Overall, thisFigure 1 has tried to integrate the fragmented knowledge available in the field of adult
lifelonglearning participation, making a contribution to the conceptual theoretical understanding of
the field. It has attempted to bring togethera range of elements atthree differentlevels, which
could be labelled as micro, meso and macro factors of lifelonglearning. The overallaim of doing this
work s to contribute to the discussion on how we can betterunderstand why adults doordo not
participate inlifelonglearning activities. In orderto be able to do this, | had to read work of various
authors who have generated insightin parts of this puzzle and one of the difficulties has of course
been tocome to a fullerunderstanding of how all these different layers and pieces could possible fit
together. Overall, my wish forthe future will be that people keep on working on fragmented
elements of this modelin orderto come to an in-depth and detailed understanding of these issues,
but to also have some scholars around who keep on exploring the broader picture and how
elements can be integrated with each other. My own involvementin the European funded Horizon
2020 project ‘ENLIVEN’ (Encouraging Lifelong Learning foraVibrant & Inclusive Europe) aimstodig
deeperintothe understanding of the mesolevel, but will also try to bring individual aspects,
structural elementsin relation to workplaces and learning providers and system characteristics of
countriestogether (seehttp://www.h2020enliven.org).

Before concluding this paper, | will now turn my attention to some more concrete recommendations

for future researchinthisarea, takingintoaccount the layered nature of lifelonglearning
participation.

Recommendations for future research

The layered structure of adult lifelong learning participation isinteresting from atheoretical point of
view, butthe question remains how we can operationalise this way of thinkinginto concrete
research projects and scholarly activity. Especially in datadriven projects, it will be key to make sure
data are collected at all levels of the different layers and to make sure sound methodologies are
beingusedtocome to an integrative analysis. Below are afew examples of how research in the next
fewyearsinthisarea mightevolve.

Undertake more multilevel research

My first recommendationis probably the most straightforward one, as the layered structure of the
model presentedin Figure 1can be interpreted asa ‘multilevel’ model in which individual adults or
adultlearners might be nestedin arange of education andtraining provisions, availablein specific
countries (see Kreft, 1996). Currently, existing large databasesin the field of lifelonglearning are
generally weakinrelation to the identification of specificeducation and training institutions,
therefore lacking adequate information on the meso-level (see Boeren, 2016). While detailed
informationis available aboutindividuals as well as some information about the learning activities
theyare involvedin, we getto know little about the se characteristics. E.g. in the Survey of Adult
Skills (PIAAC) and the Eurostat Adult Education Survey in the European context, specificinformation
about formal learning activities does not go much furtherthan the collection of the ISCED level and
the subject of the course. While some work has been undertaken exploring the interactions between
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microand meso levelsinthe workplace (e.g. sHefler & Markowitsch, 2012; Dammrich etal., 2014).
Otherwork, such as the papers by Groenezetal.(2007) and Roosmaa & Saar (2010; 2012)are
excellentin terms of exploring macro level characteristics and exploring these in relation to
individual participation, but do have little detailed information on meso leve lvariables. In addition,
gualitative research integrating these different levelsis difficult to find.

Bring data of the different levels together

Nowadays, ina society whichis highly focussed on collecting data about everything, one can imagine
alot of information about both individuals, education and training provisions as well as education
and social policy characteristics of countries are available. The major problemis that these dataare
available in ahighly fragmented way.Data from PIAAC, AES, the Labour Force Survey and others
cannot be linked together although people might have participated in more than one of them.
Furthermore, itisimpossible tolink these datato people’s employment and earningrecords at the
longertermto see whether participationin lifelong learning activitiesis related to any differencesin
theirlife course. Clearly, there might be an ethical problem at play here as well, as adults might
objectto theirideathatall detailed information about theirlives would getlinked into one big
database (see Harron et al., 2016). So far, good examples of data linkages are thus not common,
althoughthe task would be extremely useful to better contextualise the situation of available
educationandtraining providerstoindividual adults. A plausiblealternative might be for Eurostat or
the OECD to set up a longitudinal version of the Adult Education Survey or the Survey of Adult skills.
When Roosmaa and Saar (2010) write aboutinequalitiesin participation or when Vogtenhuber
(2015) writes aboutthe positive relation between quality of education in a country and the returns
on training, thereisaninteresting reflex on underlying policiesin countries. But would achangein
policieslead toachange in participation? Longitudinal datawould help usin answering this
question.

Work towards a better understanding of geographical and regional components of participation

In integrating the differentlayers needed to furtherincrease our understanding of lifelong learning
participation, the aim has beento pointoutthat we cannot expectadults to participateinalearning
activity if education and training offers are not available to them. Related to this problem, it might
be useful to furtherunderstand how faradults are willing to travel to attend learning activities.
Research mentioned above (e.g. Groenez, 2007; Roosmaa & Saar, 2010; Dammrich et al, 2014;
Vogtenhuber, 2015) focus on the country level (or sometimes on biggerregionsin countries like
FlandersinBelgium orEnglandin the United Kingdom) althoughitis expected that regional variation
is present. Bigcities will often have a quite broad offerin terms of lifelonglearning, but doesit
matter where exactly the activity takes place and how do we account for people living in rural areas
who want to participate but have fewer choices? What will be the role of online and distance
learningin offering opportunities to adults livingin remote areas? Again, existing large datasets that
gatherinformation about lifelong learning participation do not capture thisinformation as scholars
do notget detailedinsightinto e.g. postcodes to locate where adults are in location to the nearest
educationandtraining providers. Without a more structural insightinthisissue, it will remain
difficulttofully understand why adults do ordo not participate inlifelonglearning activities.

Undertake more research in developing countries

One of the issues totake into account when attempting tointegrate the fragmented evidence
available at differentlevelsis that most of the research available in the international literature has
been undertakeninthe Western developed world, as evidenced by the research evidence usedin
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this paper, all coming from the Western developed world. [t would be interestingto see more
participation research being conductedin the developing regions of the world, and to find out
whetherthe findings of such scholarly activities would shift the focus of the currentintegrative
participation model. Within thisarea, it will be important to keep an eye on work undertaken by
UNESCO and other organisations that pay attention to the situationinthe developing world. Awider
range of countries and contexts would increasethe chances of finding out more about the
underlying hard-to-measure cultural aspects of learning. It would also include a more diverse range
of political, economic, labour market and education variablesin the mix.

Refine participation research in relation to differenttypes of learning provisions

As mentioned before, participationin adult lifelong learning activities is currently defined by
international agencies as the sum of participation informal and/ornon-formal learning activities and
itisalsothese categoriesthat have been used by authors mentioned above (e.g. Roosmaa & Saar,
2010; Boeren, 2016). However, we do know that the most vulnerable adultsin society do not
participate often, butif they do participate, they tend to be more likelyto be included in formal
learning. Onthe contrary, people with high levels of education do have a much higherchance to
receive opportunities forworkplacelearning (seee.g. Hefler & Markowitsch, 2012; Kyndt & Baert,
2013). Itis therefore questionable whetheritisa goodideato keep on mergingall these categories
and whetherafurthersound understanding of participation should involve reachinga much more
detailedinsightinto the education and training architecture, providing an overview of existing
structures. Although attempts have been undertaken to map structures, e.g. in Europe through the
Eurydice overviewof opportunity structures, itwould be good to see how this available information
could be integrated with other components of participation research.

Conclusions

Through undertaking workin the field of adult lifelong learning participation, laim to increase the
understanding on why adults do or do not participate in adultlifelonglearning activities, makinga
conceptual theoretical contribution. This paper has demonstrated that although the initial question
of ‘why adults participate’ seems rather easy and straightforward, the answeris much more
complex. | therefore hope in bringingtogether and integration my knowledge of participation
studies asread and analysed overthe pasttenyears will have been avaluable exercise, helpful for
otherscholarsand prospective postgraduate students. The aim of drawing elements togetherin the
model was to increase the level of visual representationin the field, available to a wide international
audience.
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