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This Policy Brief explores the language and terminology used in European lifelong learning policies to 
describe – to “represent” – the groups the policies target. It covers the period 1992-2018.1 Focusing on 
vulnerable groups targeted in lifelong learning policies at European and national level, it asks: In what ways 
are vulnerable groups defined and “constructed”? What are the most frequent topics and issues discussed 
in policy documents relating to these vulnerable groups?  
 
The research was undertaken as part of ENLIVEN’s Work Package 1, coordinated by the Universities of 
Deusto and Tallinn. 

 
Vulnerability is a new paradigm for understanding social disadvantage: an analytical lens for understanding 
policies, and (some have argued) potentially for transforming the nature and role of government. In 

 
1 The policy brief is based on Maiztegui-Oñate, C., & Roosalu, T. (2019). Report on utilisation of lifelong learning 
policies and funding schemes promoting social and economic inclusion of vulnerable groups in EU and Australia. 
ENLIVEN Deliverable 1.1. 
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general, it refers to the possibility of being harmed by some form of risk, and the ability (or inability) to 
anticipate or recover from the resulting damage. Welfare systems are often ill-prepared to protect people 
against today’s risks - very different from those of the post-war world (Ranci, 2010). To analyse lifelong 
learning policies through the lens of vulnerability, we used an analytical framework which covers the 
multiple factors related to this complex concept (Figure 1).  
 
Figure 1. ENLIVEN dynamic model of vulnerability 

 
 
We think of vulnerability as a dynamic process arising from a set of external factors (“macro” and “meso”) 
and/or from personal factors that cause individuals or groups to have difficulty facing risk situations. We 
assumed that provision of and participation in lifelong learning has a potential effect on one’s vulnerability. 
This may be directly, or it may be indirectly, by the impact it has on individual level empowerment, 
employability, and civic and social engagement (Figure 2). 
 
Figure 2. ENLIVEN conceptual model of LLL as a tool to combat dimensions of vulnerability 

 
 

 
We used this framework to analyse lifelong learning and adult education policies. Our empirical framework 
focused on the three dimensions of vulnerability at European and national levels. 

 METHODS AND DATA  
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European level analysis 
We examined 68 documents published by the EU2 during the period 1992-2018. We took these as a 
“corpus”, and examined it using critical discourse analysis (CDA) and corpus-based tools. We chose 1992 as 
the starting point because it was only with the Treaty of Maastricht, signed in 1992, that education became 
a matter of EU competence (Rasmussen, 2014). The corpus was divided into three periods: (a) before the 
Lisbon strategy (i.e., 1992-1999); (b) after the Lisbon strategy (2000-2010); and (c) after the Europe 2020 
strategy (2010-2018).  
 
We considered the documents to be the outcome of social practices. We assumed that how vulnerable 
groups are represented (“constructed”) reflects the social reality that frames them, and that the whole 
process involves a social purpose (Fairclough, 1989). The CDA analytical process had two separate 
methodological strands (Baker, et al., 2008; Martínez Lirola, 2014). The first used computer software (Atlas-
ti) to investigate trends in the data. The second followed a more traditional critical discourse approach: 
small samples of text were made in the corpus, allowing for more in-depth analysis of the “discourses” 
(language and terminology used) about various groups considered vulnerable in European politics.  

 

National level analysis 
Our analysis of national policies applied the policy trail approach (Cort 2014). Relevant policy analysis from 
secondary sources (such as policy reports) were used to indicate dominant features in national lifelong 
learning policies relating to vulnerable groups. At the same time, we looked for indications of aspects of 
vulnerability in national policies and in the measures designed to address vulnerability. Following Bacchi 
(2009), we saw these as illustrating the focus of policy priorities.  
 
To describe the groups, and to explore what social, cultural and economic factors are considered 
significant, we used the concepts of social exclusion and vulnerability. These Current understandings of 
these concepts emphasise two issues: multidimensionality; and the combination and potential 
accumulation of individual factors. Based on core indicators such as the Gini index, and rates of relative 
poverty, and material deprivation, national contexts were described. Then, for each country, the most 
relevant dimensions of effective social exclusion were explored. The main aim was to uncover what 
attention is paid to target groups when designing lifelong learning policy interventions. 
 
 
 

 
In the terminology used in the European ENLIVEN corpus, four dimensions of vulnerability emerged as 
significant: individual and structural factors of vulnerability, and educational goals and planned measures 
for vulnerable groups. 
 

Target groups 

Individual factors  
Age (terms such as ‘young adults’) is the category of individuals most commonly used in lifelong learning 
policy to identify vulnerable groups. In Figure 3 we show how the policy emphasis has varied over time. 
Women were a particular focus in the 1990s, early school leavers in the first decade of the 21st century, 
and migrants in the last decade.  
 
 
 
 

 
2  The documents are available at the online European database of official documents of the Commission, the Council 
and the European Parliament https://europa.eu/european-union/documents-publications/official-documents_en.  

 FINDINGS: EUROPEAN LIFELONG LEARNING POLICY DISCOURSES 

https://europa.eu/european-union/documents-publications/official-documents_en
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Figure 3. Distribution of diachronic use of aged related target groups (%) in the ENLIVEN corpus 

 
 
This shift towards defining vulnerable groups, especially young people, based on their economic situation is 
linked to a rise of individualizing terminology (‘discourse’). This involves the idea that vulnerability is the 
result of an individual’s limited personal capabilities, and this is seen as leading to their weak labour market 
potential. The emphasis placed on low qualifications and skills also explains why some groups are identified 
as vulnerable (women, early school leavers and migrants). In other words, they are not vulnerable because 
they are women, early school leavers or migrants, but because they have low qualifications and 
capabilities.  
 
Figure 4. Most relevant personal factors (evolution) in ENLIVEN corpus (%) 

 
This shift towards describing vulnerable groups, especially young people, on the basis of their economic 
situation is also linked to understandings of vulnerability as an individual characteristic, to limited individual 
capabilities as the cause, and weakness in the labour market as the consequence. Thus, the weak 
relationship with the labour market is seen as the main dimension of vulnerability. Other causes, of a more 
collective or social nature, are played down. In addition, this discourse tends to ignore why these particular 
groups possess low qualifications and skills: it simple assumes that this fact – without exploring the social, 
economic or political problems that cause them. 
 

Structural factors 
The main structural factor relating to individuals that appears in lifelong learning policies is lower 
socioeconomic background or poverty. In other words, the main structural cause is seen as coming from a 
low-income or poor family. To a lesser extent, international global social and economic processes feature, 
such as technological change, automation and robotization (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Most relevant structural factors of vulnerability in ENLIVEN corpus (Evolution) (%) 

 
Educational goals 
The European Commission Communication Towards a Europe of knowledge (1997) put lifelong learning at 
the centre of an integrated approach to education, training and youth policy (Montané & Beernaert, 2001). 
In a ‘fast-changing world’, society ‘must offer all its citizens opportunities to join the knowledge economy’ 
(European Commission, 1998, p. 28) and thus progress throughout their lives. Responding to this challenge, 
three main approaches have been emphasised: enabling citizens to continuously develop their skills and 
competencies through lifelong learning; building and enriching citizenship in an open and pluralistic society; 
and improving skills-based employability. These have been central to the purpose of education lifelong 
learning policies at the heart of educational purpose since the end of the 1990s.  
 
Figure 6. Most relevant educational goals (evolution) related to vulnerable target groups in ENLIVEN corpus 
(%) 

 
However, in the language of European lifelong learning policy discourse has been evolving. In the 1990s the 
social cohesion, inclusion and citizenship were most important. Since 2000, however, and especially since 
2010, economic competitiveness has been increasingly prominent. (Figure 5), Education as a lever for 
equality and social justice has been less and less significant. 

 
 

Planned measures 
 Two main groups of lifelong learning policy emerged in our research. In one, the emphasis is on basic skills 
training, working with partners and stakeholders and – above all - using methods involving tailored 
guidance and flexibility. The group of measures is more educational in character: examples are improving 
the quality of education, validation of results, legislative change, education based on work, and improved 
teacher training qualifications. 
 
Table 1. Most relevant planned measures on ENLIVEN corpus (Evolution) (%) 

 <2000 2000-2009 2010-2018 Total 

Tailored guidance / flexibility 17 13 19 17 

Partnership/Stakeholders 17 14 11 12 

Basic skills training 13 7 13 11 

Quality education 8 15 3 8 



 
 

6 
 

Validation of outcomes 4 5 9 7 

Legislations 4 5 9 7 

Work based education 4 8 7 7 

Qualification of teacher training 6 12 4 6 

Mentoring / counselling 13 4 5 6 

 
Over time, the relative attention given to measures like quality education, teacher training qualifications 
and mentoring/counselling has decreased (see Table 1).  
 

 
Scandinavian countries showed the best positions across the variety of dimensions. For comparative 
purposes, therefore, we look more closely at ten ENLIVEN countries representing different types of welfare 
regime: 

- Liberal welfare states: England, Scotland and Australia 
- Conservative continental welfare states: Austria and Flanders (Belgium)  
- Mediterranean welfare states: Spain and Italy  
- Post-socialist countries, including 

o neo-liberal welfare state: Estonia  
o embedded neo-liberal welfare state: Slovakia  
o Balkan welfare state: Bulgaria  

Analysis of lifelong learning and neighbouring policy fields in these countries revealed following dimensions 
commonly linked with vulnerability:  
▪ Labour market status – in all countries, the unemployed are seen as more vulnerable. 

▪ Level of skills and competences – in all countries, the vague category of low level of skills (often 
including early school leavers) is considered an important target for policy interventions. This implies 
that high (enough) skills are a good basis for achieving social inclusion.  

▪ Age is seen as relevant dimension for designing policy interventions for social inclusion, and in all 
countries young people are constructed as generally more vulnerable. In some countries old age is also 
mentioned as a particular source of vulnerability. 

▪ Membership of a minority group (by ethnicity, whether indigenous or as a result of migration) is 
another target category in all the countries. Sometimes this raises language issues, sometimes low 
access to education, jobs or other resources. 

▪ Physical or mental disability that can hinder social inclusion is acknowledged as needing specific policy 
measures in some countries, particularly Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Estonia and Spain. 

▪ In the UK, specific measures are in place to target individuals with low income and educational family 
backgrounds. Italy makes special efforts to include women.  

▪ Regional differences (the only dimension pointing to structural rather than individual causes of social 
exclusion), are recognised at policy intervention level in Estonia, Italy and the UK. 

These factors do not work in isolation. . Policies usually address combinations of factors; no programmes 
addressed only one. The consistent use in policy measures of a combination of factors to address 
vulnerability suggests that the diversity of ‘young people’ as a group is widely recognised. 
  

 FINDINGS: NATIONAL LIFELONG LEARNING POLICY CONTEXTS 
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 The main conceptual points: 

- Vulnerability should be understood as a fluid concept: it does not necessarily refer to a particular 
group. Anyone can find themselves in a vulnerable situation. 

- No single group (e.g. young people) is entirely in a vulnerable position. A combination of factors 
contribute to vulnerability: an intersectional approach, making vulnerability also a much more 
inclusive concept, is needed. 

- Participation in lifelong learning should enhance empowerment, inclusion and employability, 
support those in vulnerable positions, and improve communities. The effect should be observable 
at the national level. 

- The reach and benefits of lifelong learning are mediated by structural and institutional factors and 
programme-level characteristics. 

- While young adults’ ability to use their agency across the three dimensions observed 
(employability, empowerment, social participation) depends on their situations, young adults 
perceived the benefits of lifelong learning programmes as closely related to the character of 
provider and provision, rather than to policies. 

- Nevertheless, other things being equal, those who perceive their participation in adult education as 
more beneficial are more likely to apply their agency. 

- the policy trail proves to be a useful approach when studying the effects of policy, enabling us to 
see how the national contexts shape the delivery of programme aims for learners. 

 
The main empirical points: 

- regarding important shifts in the terminology of EU lifelong learning policy discourses 

• youth continues to be regarded as 
o at risk, unemployed, and disadvantaged - and only then vulnerable, excluded, low 

skilled, or low qualified;  

• shift in aims for interventions  
o away from civic participation and equality (empowerment),  
o towards basic skills and new competences (employability);  

• shift in measures 
o towards tailored guidance and flexibility, validation of outcomes, legislation, and 

work-based learning, 
o away from mentoring-counselling, quality education, qualification of teacher 

training, and  
- within countries, different institutions deliver differently on the dimensions of vulnerability,  
- EU programmes are implemented differently according to institutional and country contexts– 

European programmes in national settings need to account for this diversity 
- attempting to measure the benefits of each and every learning episode is counter-productive; but 

what can be measured shows that  
- adult education has benefits in terms of empowerment, inclusion and employability – though the 

benefits depend on the nature of the provider  
- across all institutional settings, providing lifelong learning programmes for (disadvantaged) youth 

is perceived as beneficial, 
- all settings must therefore work to deliver these (though this may require different efforts),  
- while some could try to work harder given their relative level of vulnerability, even this does not 
guarantee employment, empowerment or inclusion. 

 
 
 
    

 MAIN CONCLUSIONS  
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While there are major similarities in the categories used to describe different ‘vulnerable’ groups over 
three decades, the overall messages communicated differ. Some concepts (e.g. marginalization, exclusion) 
tend to disappear, while terms related to skills for work grow more common. The focus on people with low 
qualifications or who are unemployed has become much more prominent 

In response to globalisation, the main aim was to make the EU more competitive; a humanist façade was 
given to a set of guidelines inspired by neoliberalism (Regmi, 2015). We suggest a return to a humanistic 
model of lifelong learning and not regulate education simply or mainly through the market (Vargas 2017). 

When the 68 European documents analysed refer to groups of people with low qualifications, young people 
are seldom mentioned. In these cases, the focus is on adults without qualifications, and above all adults at 
work who need to improve their qualifications in order to stay in work. It seems that the young have 
stopped being ‘young’ and become merely part of the adult population – and thus (so far as lifelong 
learning policies are concerned) understood largely in the framework of their labour market value. 

Two groups in employment are considered as at particular risk due to structural factors in an increasingly 
competitive and globalised society. These are often characterized in relation to their origin in 
disadvantaged areas or communities (rural areas or degraded urban spaces). In these approaches, we can 
contrast a variety of representations of these groups. 

Unemployment and low skills are seen across all countries as the main factors increasing the risk of social 
exclusion, and of young people in particular. However, while being low skilled is relevant everywhere, it is 
not so much of a priority in Slovakia. This may point to a policy awareness that social exclusion is not 
exclusive to this group, and high skills levels provide limited protection from social exclusion. Young 
immigrants have become a more explicitly-targeted vulnerable group since the mid-2010s; to support their 
social inclusion, they are offered basic skills and language courses. Roma people are regarded as a 
vulnerable group, especially in Spain, Bulgaria and Slovakia. 

This discourse results in a training offer focused on employment-related skills. Two visions of lifelong 
learning emerge in EU policy documents. One is related to a neoliberal model connected to entry to the 
labour market; the other to justice and social cohesion. Curiously, the categories of social justice or civic 
participation rarely appear in the educational aims mentioned. When they do, seem related to groups 
considered excluded (including young people). 

The results highlight the importance of human capital formation in lifelong learning policies, both national 
and European. Most of the previous research argues that EU policies aim at enhancing social cohesion and 
justice as well as improving competitiveness.  

Our conclusion, brings a new perspective: that of targets and measures aimed at vulnerable groups. From 
this approach, most of the measures aimed at these (‘vulnerable’) groups aim to improve education or 
develop skills to facilitate people’s integration into the world of work. Beyond the discourse on the 
objectives of lifelong learning policies, the approaches adopted have a very direct bias towards the 
development of human capital. 

Amid highly competitive global markets, incorporation into the labour market is of great importance, 
especially for some groups such as young people without work experience and people with low educational 
levels. However, although lifelong learning policies typically combine economic and social dimensions in 
their objectives, when detailing measures and objectives for vulnerable groups, social aspects are at a 
discount. If vulnerability is complex and multidimensional, measures aimed at vulnerable groups should not 
be aimed solely at improving their economic status. This underestimates the importance of social relations 

and political and cultural participation.  

Policy implications and recommendations 
Based on our analyses and results, we make the following recommendations:  

 
 POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
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In policy documents, the interplay between structural factors and personal elements related to skills and 
abilities is important from the labour market perspective. 

If unemployment is represented as the main dimension of vulnerability in national policies, unemployed 
people are seen as having low levels of employability, rather than as being subject to unfavourable hiring 
practices in the labour market. Lifelong learning should enable a low skilled unemployed person, who is at 
risk, to develop into a socially integrated, appropriately skilled and potentially employed person. 

However, the dynamic concept of vulnerability points to the fact becoming vulnerable is inherent in a risk 
society marked by periodic labour market downturns. This challenges instrumental – economic – views of 
lifelong learning as facilitating social inclusion.  

A more emancipatory approach to lifelong learning - much less prominent in current policy discourse - 
could empower the most vulnerable in society and those at risk of becoming vulnerable. Related to critical 
and emancipatory learning, such an approach achieve social inclusion through other spheres of life. In 
particular, social inclusion through social, cultural and political participation, as well as social participation 
via education as an activity, can support vulnerable individuals and highlight alternative resources they may 
be able to develop. In this way, they can become dependent much more on their own capacities rather 
than external labour market conditions. 

 

 

The ENLIVEN research models how policy interventions in adult education can become more effective. 
Different work packages focus on the role of governance and policy, participation, workplace learning and 
adults’ well-being. It implements and evaluates an innovative Intelligent Decision Support System to 
provide a new and more scientific underpinning for policy debate and decision-making on adult learning, 
especially for young adults. The project investigates these lifelong learning aspects through quantitative 
and qualitative analyses. 
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