
 
 

 

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF - P a g e | 1 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
This Policy Brief focuses on the differences and similarities that exist between countries in the 

availability of education and training opportunities for adults. It is based on seven categories of 

education and training provision which we constructed based on a documentary analysis. It also 

reports the major findings of qualitative in-depth research undertaken with young adult learners, 

practitioners and local policy makers as part of specific programmes focusing on employability and 

empowerment through European initiatives like the Youth Guarantee and Upskilling Pathways. We 

discuss the relevant ‘lessons learned’, offering insights to policy makers. European countries 

covered by this work are Austria, Belgium (Flanders), Bulgaria, England, Estonia, Italy, Slovakia, 

Scotland and Spain. There is also coverage of Australia. 

 

This work was undertaken as part of ENLIVEN’s Work Package 2, coordinated by the University of 

Edinburgh. This aimed to broaden understanding of younger vulnerable adults’ participation in 

education and training in Europe, taking account of different types of institutions attended. The 

focus is on (‘low-educated’) young adults who did not qualify for entry to higher education.  
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Participation in adult education and training can only take place when high quality provision is 

available. In order to further understand the European landscape of education and training 

provision, we conducted a documentary analysis to explore how education and training 

opportunities are structured for low-educated adults. We started by scrutinizing evidence from 

policy-oriented and academic documents, constructing a new seven category typology. We 

explored the different types of providers offering education and training in the different European 

countries and Australia. We focussed on the following documentary sources: 

 

- Reports published by the OECD 

- Reports published by the European Commission, including work undertaken at Eurydice, 

Cedefop and DG EMPLOY’s expert network on adult education 

- Reports published by UNESCO 

- Codebooks of large international surveys containing information on adult education 

participation: PIAAC’s Survey of Adult Skills, the Labour Force Survey, the Adult Education 

Survey and the Continuing Vocational Training Survey,  

 

Through these documents, we found how adult education provision has been categorised by 

international organisations. We scrutinized these categorisations for their focus on low-educated 

adults (adults who did not qualify for entry in higher education) and found that existing typologies 

did not make explicit distinctions between target groups. We therefore constructed a new typology 

of adult education provision for low-educated adults. This typology is relevant for future 

research, but also for policy discussion. The seven categories are: 

 

1. Basic skills and education: provision focusing on courses equivalent to primary or early 

secondary education. This lays the foundation for further learning, preparing adults for low 

skilled employment and increased active citizenship. 

2. Second chance and upper secondary education: this is offered at upper secondary 

education level and can help people to prepare for further study, including tertiary 

education. This type of education develops skills for intermediate level employment and 

increased active citizenship. 

3. Post-secondary VET: Formal VET (Vocational Education & Training) is spread over 

different educational levels, including basic skills and second chance education. Post-

secondary VET can be followed by adults who do have secondary qualifications but the 

right qualifications or skills to transfer into academic tertiary education. As such, post-

secondary VET can act as a route into tertiary education or help adult to prepare for 

entrance to specific occupations. 

4. Apprenticeships: apprenticeships are dual training programmes in which – often young – 

adults with low education participate in education and the labour market with the aim of 

achieving a recognised professional qualification. 

5. Training that forms part of Active Labour Market policies: this is mainly targeted 

towards unemployed, low educated, adults seen as at risk of unemployment or in need for 

support to make the transition into employment. Depending on context, this type of training 

may be mandatory for people claiming unemployment benefits. 

6. Workplace and job-related learning: this takes place outside of the formal education 

system but is targeted towards low-educated adults in employment, mostly to support their 

current working activities. 

 EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS – PROVISION OF EDUCATION AND TRAINING 
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7. Personal or social learning: non-formal, non-vocational education and training in which 

low educated adults participate for pleasure, personal and social motivation. 

 

Having defined these seven types of provision, we scrutinised different types of providers in the 

participating countries.  These countries were chosen to represent different types of welfare states. 

Roosmaa and Saar (2017)1 distinguish between Liberal, Coordinated and Dependent Market 

Economies: these differ, for example in how they have structure their labour markets, education 

and training systems, and economic governance. 

 

Providers where mapped onto the seven types of provision described above. Underpinned by 

insights from available education and training statistics and social policy literature, the following 

observations emerge:  

 

- Liberal welfare states (England, Scotland, Australia) tend to have a wide range of 

providers offering different types of provision, in the public and third sector. They also tend 

to have a rather high number of private providers, and a weaker focus on training as part of 

Active Labour Market policies. Employers make limited investments in education and 

training. 

- Conservative continental welfare states (Austria, Flanders) tend to have a good range of 

provision across the different types of education and training. The public sector is involved 

in offering and supporting education and training across the range. Third sector provision 

mainly focusses on personal or social learning. Access to VET and training as part of Active 

Labour Market policies is generally well developed. Apprenticeships for adults were 

stronger in Austria than Belgium. 

- Southern European welfare states (Spain, Italy) have rather uneven levels of adult 

education provision and participation rates suggest significant regional differences. More 

providers offering second chance education are needed and while training as part of active 

labour market is being developed, funding is not always adequate.  

- Post-socialist neo-liberal welfare state Estonia offers adult education and training in 

specific adult education institutions, although initial education schools are also used. Some 

financial support is available and there is a specially good level of provision for post-

secondary VET. Provision of basic and second chance education is limited, as are 

apprenticeships. Third sector involvement is low but does offer provision in personal and 

social learning. 

- Post-socialist embedded neo-liberal welfare state Slovakia has a limited adult education 
infrastructure, little or no basic education seems to exist, and second chance education and 
training as part of Active Labour Market Policies is underdeveloped. Apprenticeships and 
forms of VET for adults are being developed. Generally, there is a lack of financial support 
for adult learners. 

- Post-socialist Balkan welfare state Bulgaria has an unbalanced geographical spread of 

provision of adult education and limited provision of basic and secondary chance education. 

Apprenticeships and other forms of VET are being developed. Training as part of Active 

Labour Market Policies is available; the strongest net effect of Active Labour Market 

policies occurs among persons with basic and lower education. . 

 

This summary demonstrates that, in accordance to the literature on European welfare states, 

significant differences between countries exist.  

 
1 For an overview on welfare typologies linked to adult education, please consult Roosmaa, E.-L. and Saar, E. (2017). 
Adults who do not want to participate in learning: a crossnational European analysis of their perceived barriers. 
International Journal of Lifelong Education, Vol. 36, pp. 254-277. 



 
 

 

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF - P a g e | 4 

 

Two specific types of provision for young adl=ults were chosen for in-depth qualitative research. 

These reflected the aims of European-wide Youth Guarantee and Upskilling Pathways schemes. 

Youth Guarantee enhances young adults’ employability; Upskilling Pathways focuses on basic 

skills provision. In terms of the typology presented above, the selected training initiatives 

represented ‘Type 5’ (Training that forms part of Active Labour Market Policies) and ‘Type 1’ (Basic 

Skills and Education).  

 

Research partners in each country selected two education and training initiatives, one representing 

the Youth Guarantee and one Upskilling Pathways. They interviewed five young adults per training 

programme, 2-3 practitioners, and a local policy maker. Questions focussed on the barriers young 

adult learners had to overcome to participate, their experiences of being a participant, and the core 

benefits and outcomes of the education and training. Practitioners and policy-makers were asked 

to comment on the characteristics and aims of the programmes, and on the wider economic and 

social context in which they take place. 

 

One of the major findings of our qualitative work is that both adult learners and practitioners 

reported very similar experiences, regardless of the country where the training intervention took 

place. Fewer differences than anticipated were found between the experiences of young adults in 

basic skills courses aimed at enhancing empowerment and training as part of Active Labour 

Market policies aimed at increasing employability. 

 

The following core findings resulted from this work: 

 

- Adult learners who take part in education and training initiatives representing the aims of 

the Youth Guarantee and Upskilling Pathways are characterised by a wide range of 

cumulative vulnerabilities. These include addictions, experiences of bullying at school, 

anxiety and depression, living in areas of low deprivation, and disabilities. Visual 

representations of these vulnerabilities can be found in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: cumulative disadvantages reported by adult learners – WordArt cloud 

 
Source: young adult interviews participating in Youth Guarantee type programmes 

 

 EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS – EXPERIENCES OF ADULT LEARNERS AND 

PRACTITIONERS 
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- Programme activities offered by education and training institutions are diverse, both in 

basic skills training and employability programmes. In most cases, group activities were 

combined with individual activities such as counselling, career guidance and placements. 

While adult learners appreciated peer support and getting to know new people, they 

expressed a desire for more individualised support. An overview of common activities can 

be found in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Overview of programme activities 

 

 
 

Source: Interviews with adult learners and practitioners in  

Youth Guarantee and Upskilling Pathways type programmes 

 

- Benefits of participation most mentioned by adult learners, across countries and education 

and training initiatives, included increased confidence, pride at having learned something 

new, and wider networks. Despite the employability focus of the Youth Guarantee, 

increased levels of self-confidence were mentioned more strongly than the ability to find a 

new job. 

 

- Lack of adequate funding was mentioned by practitioners across the board. While 

vulnerable young adults need more individualised support, this could not always been 

offered because of staffing issues. In some instances, this led to ‘parking and creaming’ 

whereby the most vulnerable young adults, most in need of individualised support, were not 

offered training. 

 
- Lack of follow-up data and evaluations make it hard to judge the mid- and long-term 

outcomes and overall effectiveness of these programmes. While statistics on completion 

rates tend to be kept – often as a requirement of European funders – little is known about 

how these interventions have shaped the lives of young adults (e.g. five years down the 

line). 

 

 

The following implications and recommendations are put forward: 

 POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
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Participation in adult education is an interactive process 

- Participation in adult education needs to be understood as an interaction between the 
individual, the education and training provision, and the supporting role of government. All 
need to be involved in order to build satisfactory participation processes and enable 
adequate individualised support. 

Types of welfare states matter for provision, but less for learner experiences 
- The documentary analysis presented above demonstrates that education and training 

provision for low-educated adults is more strongly developed in countries that traditionally 
have higher participation rates. Southern European countries especially, and some in 
Eastern European, have low participation rates. This is reflected in their weaker levels of 
provision. Policy-makers in low performing countries should consider revising the types of 
education and training they provide, especially in areas that have potential to attract the 
most disadvantaged adults, such as basic skills provision. Interestingly, young adults who 
did succeed to enter education and training initiatives like the Youth Guarantee and 
Upskilling Pathways reported strikingly similar experiences across Europe. 

Raise awareness among employers and policy-makers on lifelong learning needs of vulnerable 
adults 

- Post-secondary VET and workplace and job-related training are included in the typology of 
provision for low-educated adults. As participation in work-related adult education is 
dominated by more highly-educated adults, it is important to raise awareness among 
employers of the benefits of lifelong learning throughout the career, and of how these 
benefits might also apply to their low-educated employees. It is equally important that 
policy-makers understand that vulnerable adult learners need more individually-tailored 
support, and provide adequate funding to enable this. 

Encourage stronger apprenticeship provision 
- As part of our documentary analysis, apprenticeship schemes in different countries were 

found to focus mainly on younger adults; there is more limited access for those who are 
older. However, apprenticeship schemes are least developed in Bulgaria and Spain, 
countries with high youth unemployment rates. Policy-makers in these countries are 
therefore encouraged to learn from other countries with stronger apprenticeship provision. 
Policy makers in Slovakia are encouraged to develop apprenticeship schemes accessible 
to older adults (i.e. following the lifelong learning approach). 

Develop stronger standardised systems of monitoring 
- While most countries have training linked to Active Labour Market Policies in place, the 

various country documents provided little evidence of their effectiveness. In-depth 
interviews with policy-makers and practitioners also provided little evidence of long-term 
tracking. In order to better assess the benefits of adult education for low-educated adults, it 
is important to develop stronger standardised systems of monitoring their educational and 
occupational pathways. This will increase insight into how to make further investment in 
education and training. 

-  

 
 

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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