
19

Chapter 2
Active Citizenship Programmes 
for Unemployed Young Adults with Low 
Skills in Southern Europe: Participation, 
Outreach, and Barriers

George K. Zarifis

 Introduction

Europe is, and further will be, facing new challenges related to the consequences of 
demographic change. Among other socio-demographic transformations, population 
ageing is inevitable in most European states due to long-term demographic trends. 
Therefore, social policies are focusing more and more on the circumstances and 
effects of active social lives, essentially encouraging longer working lifetimes 
(European Commission 2012). Nevertheless, what about those adults who are 
exposed to socio-economic disadvantages? Moreover, has the vulnerability of cer-
tain social groups like the long-term unemployed changed due to the socio- economic 
transformations of the last decades in Europe? How have policy changes that were 
introduced as a response to new social and economic structures affected the social 
vulnerability of those groups, and in particular low-skilled or low-qualified young 
adults who remain out of work (and education) for too long?

Lifelong Learning (LLL) and active citizenship have recently been a major preoc-
cupation of those considering policy options in the European Union. In European policy 
documents (European Commission 1998, 2011), active citizenship has been interpreted 
as specific skills, attitudes and knowledge that have to be acquired through education. 
The political aim is to create feelings of belonging, participation and democracy through 
social activities and learning. Even if the European education system appears to have 
been successful in enhancing active citizenship in terms of participation in educational 
initiatives and educational attainment, some particularly vulnerable areas remain. The 
pledges and aims of ‘Europe2020’include two priorities. The first is to decrease the rate 
of early leavers from education and training, and the second is to reduce the proportion 
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of people at risk of poverty. According to the European Commission (2012) high quality 
adult education and highly trained adult educators in particular, can enhance the chances 
of early leavers from initial education and training to enter labour market through 
upgrading their skills and qualifications. The potential to stable income will reduce the 
quantity of population at-risk-of-poverty or exclusion.

The development of relevant policies and targeted initiatives for young unem-
ployed adults with low skills have not passed unnoticed in southern Europe for the 
last decade. However, and despite the existing policies and strategies, most coun-
tries in the region do not place active citizenship programmes for low-skilled adults 
as a priority. The latest PIAAC results, the high influx of migrant and refugee popu-
lations in the area, the rising unemployment, poverty, and most of all the low partici-
pation rates in adult education, particularly among vulnerable social groups, has 
placed the issue back on the policy agenda (Zarifis 2019).

Based on an ad-hoc analysis of the accessibility of adult education as part of the 
research report on adult education in the EU for the Horizon 2020 EduMAP project,1 
this chapter provides an in-depth look on the socio-economic reasons behind the 
low participation rates of young adults (aged 18–30) in active citizenship pro-
grammes in southern Europe, with some country examples. The departure point for 
this chapter is the broad research on adult education in the EU (EDUMAP 
Deliverable 2.1 2017). The specific focus of the research is on vulnerable young 
people, and in particular the report aims to highlight the extent to which AE and 
LLL initiatives have been effective for engaging and re-engaging vulnerable (disad-
vantaged young) people, and facilitating their social inclusion across EU28 coun-
tries. The concept of active citizenship (AC) is employed to provide a better 
understanding of social inclusion and participation of vulnerable young people, 
where AC is seen as related to the following dimensions: social, political or eco-
nomic dimensions of participation and engagement.

In the chapter I argue that despite the unfavourable socio-economic conditions 
and the lack of state support, many countries in the region are showing signs of 
resurgence particularly through the development of initiatives at local and regional 
levels, as well as the challenges and the complications that many of these initiatives 
have to face due to low participation, lack of effective outreach policies, and exist-
ing barriers to access. Ad-hoc analysis in this respect proves useful because it allows 
to make a query at any time, select the data sources, and determine how data will be 
presented. What is presented in this chapter is a totally customized form of analysis 
with data that is extracted from national agencies (ministries of education, minis-
tries of employment, and other relevant national authorities), national, regional and 
local AE providers as well as EUROSTAT. Ad-hoc analysis allows for a deeper dive 
to find the answer to a specific query. In this case it explains some of the variables 
involved in low participation of young low-qualified adults in active citizenship 

1 More details on EduMAP are available at https://projects.tuni.fi/edumap//. EduMAP (No 693388) 
was funded under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme. The 
opinions of the author of this chapter do not represent those of the European Commission or the 
EduMAP Consortium.
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programmes. Along the same line, ad-hoc reporting provides a quick answer in its 
own report, without waiting for regular, standard analysis. But the two work 
together. They each have their own purpose, with ad-hoc reporting providing a dif-
ferent level of insight to support decision making.

 The Impact of Socio-Political State of Affairs in the Region

It took 10 years with a series of terrorist attacks in major European cities, a lasting 
economic crisis with severe social repercussions, the influx of a large number of war 
refugees and economic migrants and the opportunistic rise of the far right, for the 
policy rhetoric to shift towards the need for an education that encourages empower-
ment and emancipation. This rhetoric was encompassed in the term “active citizen-
ship”. The term was endorsed in the European Council and European Commission’s 
joint report about the “New priorities for European cooperation in education and 
training” (Official Journal of the European Union 2015), but also in the Paris 
Declaration on “Promoting citizenship and the common values of freedom, toler-
ance and non-discrimination through education” (EU Ministries of Education 
2015). In European policy documents, however, active citizenship is interpreted as 
specific skills, attitudes and knowledge (i.e. measured learning outcomes) that can 
be acquired through education. The EU’spolitical aim is to create feelings of belong-
ing, participation and democracy through social activities and learning. Growing 
ethnic and religious diversity in Europe, however, poses both opportunities and 
challenges to European policy-makers and societies. It is expected that this diversity 
will continue to increase. At the same time, recent studies (Van Driel et al. 2016) 
show that intolerance and social exclusion are increasing, with some migrant groups 
feeling alienated. This is leading to incidences of social unrest. So how can adult 
education prepare societies for dealing with these phenomena?

Southern European member states have an expressed interest in developing or 
expanding relevant policies and practices. However, the general economic and socio-
political outlook in the majority of the European south, has a persisting –if not intensi-
fied– effect on adult participation in education in general. This tendency is more 
evident among young adults with low skills, hence those with ISCED level 0–2.The 
Greek adult education and VET sector for example has been strongly affected by very 
low and decreasing public spending, due to strict fiscal consolidation. Adult participa-
tion in lifelong learning in Greece remains very low and has tended to stagnate over 
time. It stood at 3.0% in 2014, compared to an EU average of 10.7%. Some groups of 
people, such as the lower skilled young adults (ISCED level 0–2) – with a participa-
tion rate of barely 0.4% in 2014, compared to an EU average of 4.4% – or older people 
and those living in isolated, remote and sparsely populated areas have less access to 
training (OECD 2016a). Recent legislation in the adult education sector in Greece 
indicates the intention to revert to the educational policy from the pre-2010 period. 
There is still considerable room to increase efficiency and effectiveness at virtually all 
levels of adult education (basic, initial and continuing VET).
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Along the same line the fragile recovery of the Portuguese economy, the rates of 
unemployment, adult participation in learning, and educational attainment are still 
low, particularly those young adults who are low qualified. In spite of (adult) educa-
tion policies in the last decade, results achieved seem to be insufficient to reduce the 
distance between Portugal and other European Union countries (OECD 2016b). 
The stress upon economic development, even if including a reference to low quali-
fied young adults, reflects the ambivalence of the role assigned to adult education. It 
has gone from a central pillar in some policy discourses, something that could 
improve economic development, to a minor position in the political, social, educa-
tional, cultural and civic agenda. Only the certification and professional qualifica-
tion issues and rates have been expressively stressed in policy discourses and 
programmes, which is a very short concern when education is at stake (Antunes and 
Guimarães 2015).

For Malta it is the first time, the country’s efforts in the field of adult education 
more generally are spearheaded by a National Lifelong Learning Strategy which 
was adopted in 2014. It attaches importance to the issue of up-skilling people from 
20–64 and beyond. There has been a shift in the economy from manufacturing 
towards a service-oriented industry. The special emphasis is now placed on knowl-
edge intensive work (Bacchus 2008). The National LLL Strategy document is 
geared to reaching targets for education set by the EU and takes into account the 
special conditions of a small island state. It places importance on ‘employability’ 
but it does not go beyond it to provide a more comprehensive set of guidelines for a 
more exclusive approach to education for active citizenship (Mayo 2012).

In Italy, the labour market is gradually emerging from the prolonged recession. 
However, the risk of labour market exclusion is high, particularly for the young. 
Although recovering, employment and unemployment are still among the worst in 
the OECD area. Participation of young adults in lifelong learning is very low and 
shows irregular progress. At the current growth rate, the ET2020 target of participa-
tion in lifelong learning (15%) could be achieved by 2030 (ISFOL 2014). The trends 
towards increased participation are related largely to activities promoted by compa-
nies or, more generally, due to private (commercial or social) initiatives. Participation 
in lifelong learning is concentrated largely on people with highly qualified profes-
sional roles. The most significant measure is the reform of the active labour market 
policies. Its implementation could improve the role of employment services and 
prompt the unemployed to retrain (MEF 2016). However, policy interventions on 
these issues have often been announced, but never fully implemented.

In Cyprus adult education is a field that has gained distinct attention only within 
the last few years. Despite the reforms taking place, the statistics still reflect low 
levels of participation of young age groups. At the same time the PIAAC survey 
(MoEC 2016) has revealed a low level of basic skills attainment among the young 
adult population. Albeit the low level of basic skills of low qualified adults (ISCED 
0–2), their participation is still the lowest among all other groups. The attention 
given to the field by the state is an indicator of the significant role adult education 
has to play, especially in helping overcome the current financial crisis. The National 
Lifelong Learning Strategy 2014–2020 is an important step toward addressing key 
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challenges in the field of adult education and lifelong learning, although the imple-
mentation of planned reforms is not always on time (Papaioannou 2016).

Last but not least, in the Spanish context participation rates, educational levels, 
inclusion of low qualified adults in the labour market and other statistics generally 
point to Spain making slow progress in relation to European goals. In this sense the 
situation of the adult education system has declined over the last 5 years. The latest 
OECD report indicates that investment in education decreased from 9% to 8%, well 
below the average of European countries (11%) (OECD 2016c). Officials of the 
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport affirm that these are figures from 2013, 
but the fact is that the budget has only had a small increase – 0.1% since then the 
educational budget has in fact decreased from EUR 53,000 million in 2009 to EUR 
46,000 million in 2015 (Ministerio de Economía y Competitividad 2016). There are 
general statements concerning adult education and learning, but there are no initia-
tives to encourage people to attend adult learning.

In general the socio-political and economic outlook for most south European 
member states presents a paralysis in the functioning of legislative measures and the 
possibility of new more effective measures is yet quite far from reality. Key strengths 
in the policy area in this region of Europe however, include the tradition that con-
nects adult education and learning with local communities, and the work that is 
been done by several NGOs particularly with young migrants and refugees as well 
with young ROMA population. In terms of weaknesses, it is possible to cite the lack 
of a culture of learning, the lack of a workforce with specific training, and in some 
cases the utilisation of education as a partisan issue (Zarifis 2012, 2019).

 Major Challenges in Programme Delivery and Relevance

What has largely been disregarded through the years in the region, because of the 
intensive advocative rhetoric on skilling for the labour market that was and still is 
dominant, is the focus on active citizenship. The relevant rhetoric is overarched 
principally by those who approach adult education from the narrow perspective of 
the relation between vocational education and training (VET) and the needs of the 
labour market in skills that exclusively support human capital. Yet, the social role of 
adult education including that of VET has not been translated into concrete and 
tangible programmes and educational practices, leaving a severe, yet not unrepair-
able, discrepancy in programme provision. In Greece for example organising a long 
term lifelong learning thematic agenda for a fully pledged (as consistent, focused 
and structured) adult education for building social capital is essential (Zarifis 2019). 
Delivering a fully structured agenda for current and future skills in order to address 
transversal skills for personal and social development (such as citizenship, decision 
making, problem solving, etc.) is vital. Promoting uninterrupted forms of network-
ing among existing lifelong learning structures and institutions (including initial 
and continuing VET structures and Universities, as well as schools and local com-
munities, museums and cultural centres, libraries and sporting facilities) will 
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contribute to the expansion of provision of relevant programmes. Any reform how-
ever, needs to enhance the relevance between adult educational policies with provi-
sion of active citizenship programmes, as well as the improvement of lifelong 
counselling and guidance for those who are socially vulnerable; hence the low 
skilled, migrants and long-term unemployed (Zarifis et al. 2015).

Similar evaluations in Portugal have noted that the link between adult education 
policy and work was the weakest dimension of provision. On the one hand, it was 
clear that higher educational attainment is important for economic development and 
the concern of increasing educational attainment rates has been stressed by a large 
number of international and national organisations and researchers: namely these 
that promote human capital theories. However, the large majority of enterprises in 
Portugal are micro, small or medium sized, in which employers do not value educa-
tion and training and in which many workers are low educated and trained. One of 
the reasons pointed to explain this situation is the fact that nor employers or workers 
seem to consider that adult education provision improves neither productivity nor 
an increase in skills. Important skills are the outcome from school certification, 
general in character, and skills that are not specific, nor clearly linked to profes-
sional tasks or a job (Carneiro 2011). The existing Programa Qualifica launched in 
August 2016, only includes a short range of provisions for promoting lifelong learn-
ing policies and improving the quality of the learning processes. Therefore, this new 
policies directed at fostering the achievement of education and training pathways 
leading to qualifications (school certification and professional qualification). These 
pathways are based on valuing learning developed through life, through the achieve-
ment of recognition of prior learning, and the acquisition and development of com-
petences by the attendance of education and training courses and modular training. 
However, this seems to be clearly insufficient when observing the cultural, eco-
nomic, and civic problems that the Portuguese society is currently facing 
(Cavaco 2016).

In Italy the actions focused on understanding and identifying needs and motiva-
tions of learners are mainly carried out within the framework of measures providing 
individual training plans. Identification of current and future skills needs of employ-
ers is carried out by various bodies. Nevertheless, foresight studies are lacking for 
the medium and long term which would improve the development of programmes 
to meet the needs of the labour market. Innovation and flexibility in the delivery of 
learning is reflected principally in regional policies that over the past 15 years have 
developed regional, remote training systems and structure models of training paths 
(INDIRE 2013). In the territorial training projects, programmes are promoted by 
associations or networks of stakeholders. In the corporate projects such actions can 
also take very rich forms that involve the future participants in the planning process. 
The public policies explicitly aimed at encouraging the emergence of new demand 
for training –(i.e. adults at risk of social exclusion) are based primarily on measures 
of “compulsory training.” This approach characterises all measures related to the 
new flexicurity policies and of “active inclusion” (poverty), as well as the policies 
which aim to introduce new standards of quality in productive activities, in busi-
ness, in the professions (doctors, engineers, lawyers, etc.). In these cases, obtaining 
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a certification and the formal fulfilment of the provisions of the law is the main 
motivation for participation. However, compulsory training has a cost for those who 
participate. It is free when it is connected to flexicurity policies and active inclusion 
(SPRAR 2016).

In Malta while drafting the National Youth Policy for 2015–2020, three separate 
but interlocking pillars were identified and provided the background and context for 
the development of this policy (MEDE 2014). The first of these pillars is the reality 
of the lives of young people in Malta today and how coherent policies, effectively 
implemented and actively supported, can help young people in meeting their needs 
and aspirations. The second pillar is the development of youth policy over the past 
20 years at both national and European level. The evolution and implementation of 
youth policy has provided us with not only the aims and objectives towards which 
such policy should be directed, but also the underlying principles, methodologies, 
tools and administrative and financial supports. The third pillar is the Government’s 
policy for greater democratic participation, equitable economic and social progress 
for all, and inclusive change. In most conventional accounts of youth transition, the 
route from full-time education to the labour market is often perceived as the most 
critical. A successful economic transition, it is argued, forms the basis for the ulti-
mate attainment of domestic independence, household and/or family formation. In 
senior policy circles, therefore, it is understandable that a crucial aim of the educa-
tion system should be vocational preparation. Education, however, embraces a 
broader mission than merely aligning the education system with the needs of the 
economy. In fact such an alignment is no simple task, because healthy economies 
are dynamic and in a state of constant flux and change (NFCHE 2013). Young peo-
ple, therefore, need to be equipped with something rather more than sets of 
occupationally- defined competences. They need the skills, competences and atti-
tudes required to adapt to rapidly changing economic and social conditions. The 
acquisition of such navigation skills should now be regarded as an essential element 
of a good education. As far as participation in education is concerned, attention has 
been drawn to the problem of illiteracy and dropout rates (Mayo 2007).

A challenge for adult education in Cyprus is the need to bridge the world of edu-
cation and training with the real world of work. The National Lifelong Learning 
Strategy for 2014–2020 is focused on the promotion of vocational education and 
training especially targeted at young adults. The implemented and planned develop-
ments and reforms are a serious step towards combating skills mismatch and youth 
unemployment. The Cypriot Human Resource Development Agency (HRDA) is 
promoting research activities (skills forecasting) for understanding and harmonis-
ing the supply of skills to the needs of the economy, with no reference to social and 
civic skills (Cyprus Government 2015). Along this line, there is not much activity 
targeted at the identification and understanding of learners’ needs. Most of the pro-
grammes offered in formal adult education, especially those offering second-chance 
education to low educated young adults (i.e., Evening Gymnasiums-Lyceums, 
Evening Technical Schools), do not use tools for assessing the learners’ needs and 
adjusting to them. In contrast, their curricula and their operational framework are 

2 Active Citizenship Programmes for Unemployed Young Adults with Low Skills…



26

directly imposed by the Ministry of Education and Culture, leaving little space for 
adjustments (World Bank 2014).

Early school leaving remains a challenge in Spain. In 2014, about 39% of men 
and 28% of women among the 25–34 year-olds did not have an upper-secondary 
qualification 4, which is twice the OECD average. Nevertheless, the past 4 years 
have seen a substantial shrink in early school leaving, as a consequence of increased 
enrolment in vocational education and training. A significant proportion of youth in 
Spain have poor literacy skills (18%) and poor numeracy skills (23%) (OECD 
2016c). Even if Spanish youth perform better than the group aged 30–54  years 
which represents an improvement with respect to the previous generation, they still 
score poorly compared to other OECD countries. Young people who are neither 
employed nor in education or training (NEETs) risk being left permanently behind 
in the labour market. This risk is especially high for the relatively large share of 
low-skilled NEETs (i.e. those who have not finished upper secondary schooling). 
Many in this group live in households without any employed adults, suggesting that 
they are also at risk of poverty (Dolado et al. 2013). Effective policies are needed to 
reconnect members of this group with the labour market and improve their career 
prospects. While long-term unemployment among youth has risen sharply in most 
European countries during the crisis, higher unemployment and NEETs rates in 
Spain largely reflect much higher worker turnover rather than a higher prevalence of 
long-term unemployment. Further, the transition from education to a first stable job 
takes longer in Spain. The high incidence of temporary employment in Spain is 
found to be the main determinant of both high worker turnover and the volatility of 
youth employment (Scarpetta et al. 2010).

 Barriers to Participation and the Need for Targeted Outreach

Most country studies in southern Europe show that the strategies implemented by 
most member states in the region to increase the number of young adults in educa-
tion, or to reach out to disadvantaged groups of young adults, particularly those who 
are low skilled, concern the articulation between supply and demand of lifelong 
learning.

Table 2.1 below shows the varied rate of participation in adult education and 
lifelong learning programmes in the selected six southern European member states 
among young adults. The table shows that the majority of the countries on which 
this chapter focuses score the lowest levels of adult participation in any type of for-
mal education between 2010 and 2015. Although any statistical analysis cannot 
make direct reference to how formal, non-formal or informal education is approached 
by the respondents in order to identify themselves as belonging to any of the catego-
ries for which data is collected, the numbers reveal a highly uncomfortable situation 
for some of these member states.

G. K. Zarifis
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Table 2.1 Lifelong learning participation rates of low qualified adults (ISCED 0–2) in six selected 
southern European countries and progress against EU2020 target and EU average

Greece Cyprus Italy Spain Portugal Malta

2015 0.4% 1.6% 2% 3.6% 4.2% 2.4%
2014 0.4% 1.4% 2.2% 3.9% 4.3% 2.9%
2013 0.4% 1.2% 1.5% 4.6% 4.6% 2.5%
2012 0.4% 1.3% 1.6% 4.7% 6.1% 2.4%
2011 0.4% 1.3% 1.2% 4.7% 7.8% 3%
2010 0.5% 1.1% 1.3% 4.7% 3.6% 3.4%

Source: Participation rate in education and training by age, Eurostat trng_lfse_01, last updated 26 
April 2016
Explanatory note: EU average participation rate for low qualified adults at the time of the EDUMAP 
research was 4.3%. This table compares the participation rate in lifelong learning of adults aged 
25–64 for those with low qualification levels (ISCED levels 0–2) between 2010 and 2015

Most south European countries, do not show any favourable conditions for 
increasing participation of young adults in learning (see Carneiro 2011; Lucio- 
Villegas 2012; Mayo 2012; Papaioannou 2016; Zarifis 2008). Many of them face 
major barriers to implementing policies to increase the number of adults participat-
ing. These barriers generally appear at all levels of adult education, but the most 
influential ones as Broek et al. (2010) suggest are the institutional barriers.

This is very evident in Greece where the major policy target for adult education 
and VET systems is to ensure the mechanisms that will endorse and improve the 
effectiveness of the existing national strategy for LLL, so that the ongoing as well 
as the planned interventions meet the local needs. This is not easy to be achieved 
mostly because these needs are linked to the needs of the labour market, and are not 
targeted to the target groups’ particular needs for civic responsibility and essentially 
combating the risk of social vulnerability. To this end, lack of initiatives for resolv-
ing issues of access and raising adult participation rates in education appear as the 
main barriers. Despite the efforts and some relevant actions at policy level by the 
Council of Lifelong Learning, the goal to increase participation in adult education 
that promotes active citizenship cannot be realised without rebooting the adult edu-
cation system within a strategic framework that builds a permanent link between 
adult education and training with the development of transversal skills. Moreover, 
Greece has to resolve inequalities in access to adult education which are reflected in 
the minimum participation of young workers, artisans and the low skilled in com-
parison to those with the highly skilled, the greater participation of residents of 
urban areas over suburban and rural areas, and in the greater involvement of young 
people with high level of education compared to those with lower levels of educa-
tion (Zarifis 2012). In addition, the intensification of the refugee crisis in 2015 has 
disproportionately affected Greece as a transit country. This unanticipated increase 
in refugee and migration inflows, and the estimated continuation or even escalation 
of inflows in response to the continuing geopolitical tensions in the Middle East, 
undoubtedly entail an additional challenge in terms of educational opportunities for 
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this particular group. PIAAC data2 also shows that a demand for raising literacy 
levels must be a priority. The low levels of educational attainment and qualification 
amongst young adults in particular reveal a deficit in building a sustainable lifelong 
learning approach despite the measures foreseen in the relevant laws (Zarifis 2020).

The participation barriers young low-skilled adults face in Malta is facing are 
also many. It has a high percentage of early school leavers (the percentage of early 
school leavers in Malta hovered around the 22% mark in 2013) (MEDE 2014). In 
response, Malta provides an alternative learning programme at a particular centre to 
address students at risk of early school leaving. This centre faces the challenge of 
providing adult continuing education for both these students in terms of their con-
tinuing education and others not caught by this safety net. The other challenge is to 
bridge the digital divide and here further investment in support of adequate adult 
provision is necessary including support for local council initiatives in the field. 
Malta needs to extend and improve the quality of its multimedia library provision in 
different localities on the understanding that these libraries are often considered as 
important sources of LLL. These libraries are to serve as hives of learning activities 
in terms of enabling adults and youngsters to improve their digital literacy, reading 
and information gathering and sifting skills, important skills for both citizenship 
and work. It needs to invest more in the sectors of intercultural adult education given 
the constantly changing nature of the country’s multi ethnic composition and also, 
as with all other countries of the world, adult education for sustainable develop-
ment, the latter to be part of a holistic approach at all levels of education from cradle 
to grave (Mayo et al. 2008).

In Italy until recently, a policy of emergency containment prevailed concerning 
vulnerable groups (e.g. migrants, NEET, elderly, etc.) through specific responses 
and momentary interventions. Today the challenge for Italy is to define the supply 
of skills that the country needs to ensure participation of the country in the new 
industrial revolution characterised by new production models based on the embed-
ding of intelligence in all objects of industrial production, as well as in living and 
working environments. Today, the creation of innovation and its use aim at human 
capital development, equipped with more refined qualities than those required by 
previous industrial eras (UE 2014). It is not just reforms are needed to face this chal-
lenge. Italy does not have a public system of adult learning and as a result adult 
learning does not achieve the standards of quality and extent of other countries. 
Public investment should respond to a support strategy of expanding the demand for 
training by all the population and qualification and enlargement of the offer. Some 
of the reforms in place (the public administration and flexicurity policies) are mov-
ing in this direction, but they are not enough. Other policies should be adopted 
urgently to support individual demand (from vouchers to the effective obligation of 
adult learning), the creation of support systems (from operator training, to research, 

2 Greece participated in the second round of the international survey PIAAC of OECD, for the 
period 2012–2016. The full results have not yet been released, however the general indicators show 
that adults in Greece score very low in ICT skills. The full report is available at http://www.oecd.
org/publications/skills-matter-9789264258051-en.htm
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to the introduction of access policies to new technologies, as well as cultural infra-
structures), the adoption of fiscal measures that favour social mobility (tax simplifi-
cation and breaks for new businesses) and the qualification of training organisations 
(cutting down oligopolies, opening up to competition, encouraging their interna-
tionalisation as well as the creation of new training start-ups) (OECD 2016d). 
Certain barriers of accessing education and training of young low-skilled adults in 
Italy refer to the ability to contribute to the revival of growth and employment in a 
context of shrinking resources, of fiscal policy aimed at ensuring debt reduction. It 
is true that the policies of flexicurity and the social act have increased the potential 
demand for training through the concentration of public resources on vulnerable 
groups, but the adoption of measures supporting individual demand for training can 
help spread the possibility of increasing people’s freedom of choice and customis-
ing routes. This could enrich the training offered and improve quality assurance. 
Additionally, this trend of measures to support individual demand would lead to the 
release of public resources and direct them to the construction of a public system of 
adult learning that ensures all necessary support for proper functioning of the adult 
education market. This includes: improved skills recognition systems, training of 
trainers, dissemination of information and guidance services, introduction of 
devices for quality control of learning and to the adoption of favourable tax policies 
(MLPS 2015).

In Cyprus at the moment, a major challenge for adult education that focuses on 
active citizenship is the planning and implementation of a special Administration of 
Adult Education and Lifelong Learning under the aegis of the Ministry of Education 
and Culture. The Administration is an opportunity for the creation of a group of 
adult education experts, which will lead to the promotion of reforms and develop-
ments under a unified plan. At the same time, this evolution will address the need for 
the creation of a database of information, data and literature on adult education on 
a local basis and will further promote the systematisation of the field (Papaioannou 
2016). Additionally, this reform will ease the creation of a monitoring mechanism 
that will ensure the quality of the programmes. To address the need for the creation 
of a quality adult educational system, another challenge is the establishment of a 
legislative framework that will define and regulate adult educational staff. This 
reform would regulate the qualifications and the required training of the adult edu-
cational staff in a legislatively harmonised way (Zarifis 2012).

In Spain adult education has traditionally been linked to communities either in a 
social dimension or in relation to the local production system. While a part of this 
important tradition has been lost, its influence remains, as seen in the Communities 
of Learning operating in disadvantaged neighbourhoods such as the Polígono Sur3 
(South District) in the city of Seville, and other similar initiatives spread around the 
country. These kinds of initiatives can be considered strengths because people find 
in these activities a motivation to attend learning activities (Flecha 2015). There are 
also some positive examples of strong collaboration between the public sector, 

3 See http://www.poligonosursevilla.es/opencms/opencms/
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workers and employers in the field of adult training that promotes civic responsibil-
ity. The Tripartite Foundation for Training in Employment in particular is a private 
foundation that provides training for young employed workers with low skills. The 
foundation is jointly governed by trade unions, employers, and the State Public 
Employment Service.4 There are also examples of Civil Society Organisations fill-
ing gaps in adult education and learning provision. For example, in the city of 
Seville important work in relation to literacy with migrant people is being taken 
forward by Hermandades (Fraternities) (Flecha and Puigvert 2015). A key weak-
ness though is that there is not a strong culture of learning in the country. This can 
be related to relatively low levels of literacy. Based on figures from the census of 
2011 it is possible to consider that 31% of the adult population in Spain is function-
ally illiterate.5 Other figures show that 43% of adult people have a low level of 
education.6 Other data on the behaviour of the population can be useful here: with 
figures from 2014 showing that only 33% of the population went to visit a museum, 
62% read a book and 23% attended theatre performances (Ministerio de Economía 
y Competitividad 2016). There is a lack of training focused on specific teaching 
approaches for adults. The psychology of the adult, or specific teaching methodolo-
gies used in adult learning are not seen as an important element of teacher training 
in the majority of Faculties of Education. There is a lack of political consensus 
about the fundamental building blocks of the educational system in Spain. This lack 
of consensus is regarded as being responsible for the relatively poor performance of 
the adult educational system in Spain in which early school leavers in 2015 were 
around 20%.7 There also are big variations in the effectiveness of the education 
system across different territories in Spain8 (Lucio-Villegas 2012).

What must be stressed at this point is that given the extensive literature on barri-
ers to learning, it is also important to relate structural factors to the perceptions of 
barriers perceived by individual who wish to learn. In the context of defining barri-
ers for participation of young low-skilled adults in adult education programmes that 
focus on active citizenship in particular, the strategies designed to resolve the prob-
lems identified with widening participation need to aim to introduce targeted instru-
ments that further address issues of outreach. What seems to be lacking is not the 
policies or the will of the governments to change existing structures, but the condi-
tions that will eventually allow greater collaboration and commitment among vari-
ous social partners and the development of a sustainable information network in 
southern Europe that goes beyond the issues of sources of funding and mere pro-
gramme marketing (Zarifis 2008).

4 See http://www.fundaciontripartita.org/Pages/default.aspx
5 See http://www.ine.es/dyngs/INEbase/es/operacion.htm?c=Estadistica_C&cid=1254736176825& 
menu=resultados&idp=1254735576508
6 See http://www.elmundo.es/espana/2015/06/12/5579fbc8268e3e26118b459d.html
7 See http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=t2020_4
0&plugin=1
8 See http://ccaa.elpais.com/ccaa/2016/08/01/madrid/1470070603_695615.html
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 Some Recommendations

Unemployed, low-qualified young adults in southern Europe are largely under- 
represented with respect to participation in adult education programmes that focus 
on active citizenship. The emphasis on their vocational education hampers the 
awareness of the importance of their non-vocational learning. Based however on the 
assumption that social policy has – as a productive factor – a decisive impact on the 
functioning of a country’s economy (OECD 2016a), it seems reasonable to involve 
more actors in designing social policies that address their participation in active citi-
zenship programmes. Their participation in such programmes is very low and shows 
inconsistent progress. One aspect, specifically emphasised by the European 
Commission as an important element of a social investment strategy in this context, 
is “social innovation”, which is defined as developing new ideas, services and mod-
els to better address social issues9. The crucial point is that this does not only refer 
to input from public actors, but puts a special emphasis on private actors, including 
civil society, to improve social services: “Greater involvement of public authorities 
is key to achieving sustained outcomes from social policy innovation. Promoting 
broader partnerships with the private sector, civil society organisations and stake-
holders operating in the social economy is also essential. Social enterprises and 
entrepreneurship are pivotal for catalysing innovative ideas and should comple-
ment public efforts in pursuing social policy objectives” (European Commission 
2015: 4). In the light of current policy initiatives in the countries presented in this 
chapter, raising participation of young unemployed adults with low-skills in active 
citizenship programmes must also consider that the way adult education for active 
citizenship operates must make a difference. In particular, adult education settings 
with strong and dynamic ties to the local community have great potential for pro-
moting cohesion. They create a sustainable positive adult education settings atmo-
sphere, as well as a stronger sense of belonging (Boeren et al. 2010). In addition to 
that relevant programmes need to create conditions for inter-ethnic cooperation and 
foster tolerance. Simply bringing young unemployed adults from different back-
grounds together is not sufficient to reduce prejudice and develop positive 
intercultural relations. We need to stress that adult education needs to create the 
conditions for all learners and teaching staff to develop intercultural competence. 
Furthermore, adult teaching staff need diversity training. The intercultural compe-
tence of adult educators in Europe needs to be strengthened (Zarifis 2019). The 
majority of adult educators who participated in the EduMAP research suggested 
that they also feel weak and vulnerable when it comes to perform in learning envi-
ronments with diverse audiences. The use of effective methods for creating inclu-
sive programmes is also essential. Most south European countries still tend to use 

9 According to Phills et al. (2008) social innovations are new solutions (products, services, models, 
markets, processes etc.) that simultaneously meet a social need (more effectively than existing 
solutions) and lead to new or improved capabilities and relationships and better use of assets and 
resources.
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traditional teaching methods, although methods such as project-based learning, 
cooperative learning and peer education are becoming more common. These meth-
ods have demonstrated their value in combating intolerance. An activity that 
involves learners dialoguing with each other and the instructor. Beliefs, assump-
tions, attitudes, and perspectives are challenged and examined in the classroom 
where dialogue is encouraged (Zarifis 2020). Last but not least, adult education 
practice could benefit more from third-sector know-how. Local and international 
NGOs with specific expertise in the field can enhance the expertise in adult educa-
tion settings, but are underutilized in both formal and non-formal adult education 
(Quesada et al. 2015).
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