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While it is common to celebrate the workplace as a site of learning, in practice workplace learning 

is generally marginal to lifelong learning policy agendas. One reason is that there are few, if any, 

quantitative indicators of day-to-day workplace learning, and proxies are seldom taken seriously. In 

addition , day-to-day, informal, workplace learning – what is learnt as a by-product of doing one’s 

work properly – is often conflated with something completely different: job-related non-formal 

education (courses or planned interventions such as quality circles or one-to-one on-the-job 

tutoring).   

 

To bring workplace learning back into focus, ENLIVEN has undertaken 17 in-depth organisational 

case studies on early career workers’ day-to-day workplace learning, observing both organisational 

and individual agency in making learning happen. In particular, we have reconstructed 71 learning 

biographies of early career workers. The results develop a more comprehensive understanding of 

workplace learning and how it can be promoted by lifelong learning policies.  

 

This Policy Brief introduces the main results of Work Package 6 of the ENLIVEN project. 
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The workplace is a vital site of lifelong learning 

The workplace is the key arena for skill formation.1 Workers aged 25-54 typically spend a quarter 

of every week in the workplace, making it a particularly fertile ground for learning. However, while 

some workplaces provide rich opportunities for learning and the development of professional skills, 

in others workers quickly get ‘stuck’. For access to lifelong learning opportunities, therefore, where 

you work matters.  

 

Since the early 1990s, the importance of workplaces in adult learning, and in providing learning 

experiences unavailable in formal education, has been rediscovered. Workplace learning provides 

the foundation of occupational socialisation. Without a proper job, young people miss out on key 

competences that workplace learning alone can provide, and cannot complete their professional 

development. 

 

There was a surge of policy interest in workplace learning in the 1990s, when lifelong learning re-

entered the policy arena. However, this was short-lived. While day-to-day workplace learning 

remains a key concern in employment and innovation policy, in lifelong learning policy it is now 

overshadowed by participation in organised education of all kinds. The impact of changes in 

workplaces on workplace learning has disappeared from the lifelong learning policy radar.  

 

Agency in workplace learning as the new research frontier 

The interplay of individual and organisational agency in workplace learning is a key priority for 

research if we are to overcome the present impasse where everyone says workplace learning is a 

good thing, but little progress is actually made. To understand what environments restrict or 

expand individual workplace learning, we need a better understanding of the intersection of 

individual ‘bounded agency’ and agency in learning outside employment. 

 

Young adults’ agency in workplace learning 

Results of interviews with early career workers confirm that workplaces offering rich learning 

opportunities actually motivate early career workers to immerse themselves in workplace learning. 

Early career workers in rich learning environments often engage fully in informal learning, 

developing their skills and working towards membership in their organisation and/or their 

occupations and professions. However, even when their workplaces are not learning-conducive, 

many early career workers report ways of learning at work.  

 

In workplaces with restrictive learning opportunities, such as the retail examples we studied, we 

found cases where interviewees in management trainee positions not only had good learning 

opportunities, but also showed individual narratives of commitment and the will to develop. 

Contrary to an overall expectation of ‘boring’ or monotonous retail jobs as hindering to an 

individual’s personal development, some interviewees shared experiences where simple jobs fitted 

quite well into their overall life structure at a certain time: for example, when a job is only bridging a 

gap until the beginning of a new education venture, or a temporary solution in an otherwise 

challenging life situation. 

 

 
1 Green, Francis (2013). Skills and Skilled work - An economic and social analysis. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS  
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In retail, our research also revealed exceptional narratives of interviewees who succeeded in 

overcoming obstacles to learning caused by the design of their work places – of making learning 

happen against all odds. Despite limited or ambivalent preconditions, they were very active in 

developing themselves and their professional identities. One way they described of achieving more 

comprehensive tasks – and thus new learning opportunities – was making targeted demands on 

their superiors. Other interviewees described how they sought to use every informal opportunity in 

their daily work to achieve the same level of skills as more experienced colleagues appear to have. 

Such unexpected high levels of agency in restricted environments are often linked to over-

qualification in the current job, with young adults for different reasons considering the job a ‘good 

enough’ solution for the moment. They may be ‘stuck’ in a learning-restrictive work environment, 

but they still have agency, embracing all learning opportunities, and even making use of learning 

habits acquired earlier.  

 

In the machinery sector we saw clearly defined development pathways, often described as 

promoting learning. Gaining full membership of one of the Basque cooperative with predetermined 

stages of development was a strong motivator for individual development and agency. This 

process was supported by many other contextual conditions that promote learning, such as 

responsibility for problem-solving, non-routine activities, and extensive training opportunities within 

the organisation. In the Bulgarian metals sector a pattern observed was how individuals’ learning 

benefits from changes in work tasks – sometimes only small ones – such as moving from a simple 

to a more advanced machine, or taking on additional work as an in-house trainer (allowing some 

time away from routinised job tasks on more demanding work). 

 

Among interviewees from the adult education sector, especially those working as teachers or 

trainers, descriptions of highly learning-conducive workplaces dominated – as we anticipated 

would be common in teaching professions. In the early years of their teaching careers, individuals 

reported adapting to the need for high levels of day-to-day learning in order to ‘survive’. Teaching 

requires commitment to the job, and many of the interviewees also pointed out that they expected 

entering the field to be a transitional phase – growing experience would ease their day-to-day work 

patterns. For self-employed trainers, the early career phase is also one of establishing themselves 

in the field, and attaining job security and a stable income. In this phase, they temporarily accept 

privations in other areas of life as a necessary cost of achieving security at work. 

 

Intersection of agency in workplace learning and an evolving life structure 

As the above examples show, if we ignore its context, an individual’s level of agency in workplace 

learning cannot be fully explained,. We apply Daniel Levinson’s (1980) life structure framework to 

show how different areas of life add to and/or limit an individual’s learning opportunities and 

agency in learning. Gainful work is considered integral to an individual's life structure which always 

interacts with activities and events in other parts of life (intimate relations, family, self-care, 

organised leisure, civic engagement).  
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Figure1: Analysing the evolving Life Structure over the life course for exploring individual agency 

 

 
 
Source: based on Levinson 1980, own description 

 

Despite youth of the ENLIVEN research participants, we heard narratives of varied life paths and 

rich previous experiences in all areas of life. A considerable proportion of young adults looked back 

on non-linear education and career pathways, which included interrupted, resumed and planned 

training as well as work in different industries and jobs, both in their country of origin and abroad.  

 

We found different patterns in the interplay of learning at work and other areas of life. Not all were 

strongly linked to particular features of the particular sector. Characteristics of the life structure, 

such as having children, have a significant influence on all other parts of life too. There is a marked 

contrast between cases where a high level of learning at work coincides with lively activities in 

other areas, and cases where learning across all areas of life is possible only to a limited extent. 

While a large group of interviewees fell into the first category, few fit into the second. By expanding 

the perspective beyond the description of the current life situation to a view spanning the entire life 

course, we can see that even where few learning opportunities are reported at a particular 

moment, there may be other dynamics over time.  

 

Cases in which high levels of activity in one area of life compensate for obstacles, or even a 

standstill, in other areas occurred in all three sectors. Patterns shift over time. People who have 

interrupted an education and currently earn their living in a routine retail job, for example, 

described this as a transitional situation which reduced speed and pressure in several areas of life 

while new they forge or implement educational plans. We found examples where such a job was 

an important step towards gaining independence from one's parents, and thus freedom to make 

one’s own choices about further career steps.  

 

Demanding life situations can lead to increased engagement in employment during an ongoing 

crisis or imbalance in other parts of life: an attempt to stabilise at least one part of the life structure, 

such as an interviewee with a close relative suffering from a severe illness. But there are also 

cases where life events force individuals to concentrate their agency on solving problems arising 

from that situation and to put their learning ambitions in gainful work ‘on hold’. This could be 

observed in cases of child care obligations and divorce, with the resulting life changes claiming an 

interviewee’s full attention. 
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Further education plans and support for learning activities 

Young adults in our research were motivated to participate in education and training. We found 

examples of continuing organised learning activities started before entering the current job, as well 

as of taking up new activities when already working. These occurred across sectors and countries, 

though with clear distinctions relating to type of activity, funding sources and goals. For retail sector 

interviewees in Belgium and Estonia, a common pattern was that the job supported ongoing or 

planned education aiming for higher formal education attainment or to change occupation. 

Interviewees in the Danish retail sector usually worked on apprenticeship contracts offering a fixed 

amount of employer-sponsored training but leaving little leeway for other learning activities outside 

work.  

 

The dominating pattern among Spanish machinery sector participants was, in a highly skills-

intensive subsector, a combination of high levels of informal day-to-day workplace learning and 

rich employer-provided, work-related non-formal training opportunities . The interviewees in the 

Bulgarian metals sector mostly reported training on the job, but had not yet benefitted from 

recently-opened training centres. They seldom reported of other learning activities. 

 

For the adult education sector participants the picture concerning education activities is diverse, 

reflecting differently shaped workplaces across organisations, different types of employment 

contracts, and different professions with varying needs and obligations for further training. Ongoing 

formal education was only observed in exceptional cases (as expected for people in jobs 

demanding full commitment in early career). For adult educators working on freelance contracts it 

was difficult to enrol in further education as high costs and workload in early career leaves little 

space for activities outside gainful employment.  

 

Public support schemes made important contributions to educational pathways and evolving life 

structures. Opportunities to take up second chance education, continue educational paths after an 

interruption, or enrol in re-skilling schemes, were vital for individual development for many 

interviewees, particularly as linear education and career trajectories only applied to a minority of 

cases in our research. The differences we observed in the use of public support schemes 

corresponded to the opportunity structures in place in each country. 

 

 

To study the interplay of organisational and individual agency in workplace learning, we developed 

an in-depth, comparative organisational case study approach. We implemented 17 in-depth 

organisational case studies, based on interviews with more than 70 managers and 70 early career 

workers. 

 

As opportunities for workplace learning and related patterns of agency are known to differ between 

economic sectors, we selected three economic sectors for analysis: retail; metal cutting and 

machinery; and adult education. Retail was chosen for its employment of a large proportion of low-

skilled young adults, high numbers of young people with migrant backgrounds, and large 

 

 

ENLIVEN’S COMPARATIVE ORGANISATIONAL CASE STUDY APPROACH 
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proportion of “precarious” workers. Metal cutting and machinery was chosen for its large proportion 

of workers with intermediate levels of skill. Moreover, as a part of traditional manufacturing, the 

sector also allowed us to observe the impact of approaches to organising work which make good 

learning opportunities available. Finally, the adult education sector was chosen for its employment 

of predominantly highly skilled workers, many holding higher education degrees. However, the 

sector is also known for its high proportions of staff in non-standard, often precarious, forms of 

employment.  

 

In each country, we implemented two in-depth case studies. In preparation for these, taking an 

organisational field approach, one sub-sector was studied in detail to learn more about the 

population and the various organisations forming the organisational set. Moreover, in order to 

understand their impact on organisational and individual agency, differences in the availability of 

adult education, and in the role of occupations and professions, were analysed across the nine 

countries covered.  

 

 

Based on the results of our work on the intersection of individual agency in workplace learning and 

the evolving life structure of young adults, we draw the following conclusions for policy:  

 

For more lifelong learning to take place, you need more good jobs:  

Lifelong learning policies – which are intimately related to employment policies in any case – need 

to take account of structural changes in the composition of work. Increasing the number of “good” 

jobs, and reducing the number of “bad” ones, is vital. While the learning potential of any workplace 

constitutes one core feature of job quality, other features are also significant. For learning to take 

place, all features of a workplace need to be at least “good enough”: any single hardship – dull 

responsibilities, a distressing pace of work, working long hours, ill-tempered managers, demeaning 

colleagues – may undercut an individual’s capacity to take advantage of learning opportunities, 

even when they are available. To put it differently: even slight improvements in job design can 

greatly expand early career workers’ opportunities for, and motivation to, learn at work. 

 

Support enterprises in improving the learning potential that workplaces offer:  

Lifelong learning policies focus strongly on encouraging employers to provide more training. 

However, given the vital importance of work organisation and shaping career patterns within 

organisations and occupational fields, priority should be given to helping organisations make 

workplaces more conducive to learning, and career pathways more sustainable. How workplace 

learning can be supported, and how knowledge and skills acquired can be preserved, need to 

become key foci of labour market and employment policies.  

 

Support young adults in exercising their agency in workplace learning and beyond:  

The life trajectory and the evolving life structure are essential for understanding why someone is 

taking advantage of opportunities for workplace learning (or not doing so). Most early career 

workers are ambitious to learn, and to develop their professional identity. If no severe obstacles 

arise in other parts of their life structure, they tend to embrace all learning opportunities in their job. 

Supporting exchange with peers and superiors, gradual extension of work tasks and responsibility, 

and the promotion of a decent and fair work climate, are examples of the features employees 

consider crucial for their socialisation at work. A most effective measure to support motivation for 

learning is taking seriously early career workers’ suggestions and demands for adapting their 

workplaces. 

 

 POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
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Improve opportunities for (re-)entering education in adult age:  

In ENLIVEN we have shown that young adults’ educational and career development often takes 

long and winding roads before they grow and succeed. Linear career paths are unusual. To 

understand how to support measures for further training or up-skilling, and their effects on 

individual lives, the perspective should be widened from snap-shots of certain points in time to 

longer periods over the life span. As we have shown, achieving one’s aims often involves several 

attempts to overcome obstacles in the educational path – and individuals’ capacities to make use 

of what opportunities are offered change again and again in an interrelationship with events in their 

overall life structures.  

. 

 

 

 

 

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 and provides 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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