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Abstract Recent years have witnessed an increasing scholarly interest in the study
of education, training, and skill formation from a comparative political economy
perspective. The purpose of this article is to contribute to the emerging field of
the political economy of adult learning systems, which seeks to understand the
causes and consequences of cross-national diversity in adult learning systems. The
article introduces this interdisciplinary research strand by reviewing recent work and
different typologies that have emerged out of the field of comparative economics
and comparative politics, which are relevant to the study of adult learning systems.
The empirical evidence on cross-national patterns of organized adult learning drawn
on PIAAC data suggests that existing typologies are insufficient to explain the
cross-national patterns. The article discusses some specific institutional features that
promote adult learning participation and points out conditions and policies that
support effective adult learning systems.
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Die politische Ökonomie von Weiterbildungssystemen – einige
institutionelleMerkmale, die Weiterbildungsbeteiligung fördern

Zusammenfassung In den vergangenen Jahren ist ein zunehmendes wissenschaft-
liches Interesse an der Untersuchung von Bildung, Ausbildung und Weiterbildung
aus einer vergleichenden politisch-ökonomischen Perspektive zu verzeichnen. Der
Artikel untersucht Ursachen und Folgen der länderspezifischen Vielfalt in Weiterbil-
dungssystemen und leistet damit einen Beitrag zu dem neu entstehenden Forschungs-
bereich der politischen Ökonomie von Weiterbildungssystemen. Der Beitrag führt in
diesen interdisziplinären Forschungsstrang ein, indem er einen Überblick über die
jüngsten Arbeiten und verschiedene Typologien gibt, die aus dem Bereich der ver-
gleichenden Ökonomie und der vergleichenden Politikwissenschaft hervorgegangen
und die für die Untersuchung von Weiterbildungssystemen relevant sind. Die empiri-
sche Evidenz zu länderspezifischen Mustern des organisierten Erwachsenenlernens,
die sich auf PIAAC-Daten stützt, legt nahe, dass die bestehenden Typologien nicht
ausreichen, um die länderspezifischen Muster zu erklären. Der Artikel erörtert eini-
ge spezifische institutionelle Merkmale, die Weiterbildungsbeteiligung fördern, und
zeigt Bedingungen und Politiken auf, die effektive Weiterbildungssysteme unterstüt-
zen.

Schlüsselwörter Politische Ökonomie von Weiterbildungssystemen ·
Wohlfahrtsstaatsforschung · Weiterbildungsbeteiligung · International-
vergleichende Forschung

1 Introduction

The term “political economy” is often associated with economic processes and so-
cio-political conditions under which production is organized within nation states.
The origins of the term can be traced back to the works of Adam Smith, David
Ricardo and Karl Marx who are regarded as some of the most important forbearers
of political economy. Today, it has been adopted in a variety of disciplines and
fields when studying the linkages and interactions between politics and the forma-
tion, organisation, and functioning of economic and social institutions. Recent years
have witnessed an increasing scholarly interest from political scientists, economists
and sociologists to study education, training, lifelong learning and skills, leading
to a proliferation of concepts such as the political economy of skills (Brown et al.
2001; Thelen 2004; Busemeyer and Trampusch 2012), the political economy of ed-
ucation reform (Busemeyer 2015), and the political economy of adult learning (Rees
2013; Desjardins 2017, 2018) among others. Education, training, adult learning and
skills are central topics of the educational sciences including comparative educa-
tion, but they have now become increasingly a focal point of interest for scholars
of comparative politics and comparative economics. Typically, a common feature
among these concepts is that they primarily deal with the political, economic and
social institutions that affect the evolution of education and skill formation systems,
policies and reforms as well as related distributional aspects and conflicts.
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The purpose of this article is to introduce the emerging interdisciplinary field
of the political economy of adult learning and highlight some institutional features
that promote adult learning including insights and nuances relevant to furthering
this field of research. First, we review some of the literature related to the political
economy of Adult Learning Systems (ALS) and associated variants such as the
political economy of skill formation and the political economy of education more
generally. A full review of the relevant literature goes beyond the scope of this
article, which is why we focus on typologies that have emerged out of the field of
comparative politics and comparative economics that are applied more directly to the
educational sciences, including comparative education, whereby education, training,
adult learning and skills have been the focal points. Second, drawing on PIAAC and
IALS data we provide empirical evidence on cross-national participation patterns
in organized adult learning, which suggests that existing typologies of “institutional
packages” are insufficient to explain the cross-national patterns. Finally, we discuss
a range of more specific institutional features that are more proximally related to
ALS and point out conditions that shape effective and inclusive ALS.

2 Multi-disciplinary scholarship contributing to the political economy
of adult learning systems

2.1 Defining adult learning systems

In discussing the emerging field of the political economy of adult learning systems
(ALS), we first define what we mean by the term “adult learning systems”. Our
perspective is that ALS refer to the mass of organized learning opportunities (both
formal and non-formal) available to adults along with their underlying structures
and stakeholders that shape their organization and governance (Desjardins 2017).
Organized adult learning is defined as any learning opportunities, formal and non-
formal, undertaken by adults (both younger and older) who are not in their regular
cycle of education and includes non-traditional students in formal education. Non-
traditional students are defined as adults (both younger and older) who are not
in their regular cycle of education but undertake organized learning opportunities
including the completion (or pursuit) of a formal qualification in a manner, that does
not follow a “traditional” or exclusively “front-loaded” path. The latter typically
involves second chance adaptations to formal education that enable and support
(older) adults, but in some cases, it might simply involve flexibility and the opening
up of formal education structures to non-traditional students.

As defined, ALS interact with formal education structures in many countries and
they are often regarded as part of the education system but extend well beyond
involving a variety of institutions from labour market to civil society. Moreover,
in terms of input, outcomes and returns, ALS are clearly interrelated with the eco-
nomic and production system. For example, the skill orientation of an economy
can influence the conditions for the acquisition, use and maintenance of skills; spe-
cific educational and labour market institutions (e.g. dual training) can facilitate or
hamper the transition from school to working life.
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From this perspective, ALS are embedded in characteristic regimes of economic
and social institutions, which can be understood in terms of a systematic and emerg-
ing political economy of ALS (Rees 2013; Desjardins 2017, 2018). ALS contain
provisions that are less regulated and less standardised than K-12, higher educa-
tion, or vocational education and training (VET), and are not mainly financed by
the state (Ioannidou and Jenner 2020). ALS differ considerably across countries,
more than the regular cycle of formal education does, where the latter tends to re-
flect “institutional isomorphism” (DiMaggio and Powell 1983, pp. 148–53; Meyer
and Ramirez 2003)—a process of increasing homogeneity amongst different organ-
isations according to sociological neo-institutionalism—around the world. In many
countries, ALS have manifested themselves through various bottom-up processes,
for example, on the initiative of labour and civil society movements. In others, pub-
lic policy frameworks led by the state have played a substantial role in fostering the
development of ALS by emphasizing the extension of basic education and second
chances to adults, as well as opening up vocational and higher education to young
and older adults who may not have followed an exclusively “front-loaded” path (i.e.
non-traditional students). Yet in many other countries, ALS are lacking some of the
institutional features necessary to even be considered a system per se.

ALS are in general not only less regulated but also less homogeneous than the
regular cycle of formal education regarding their institutional structure, function and
target groups. They include—according to the classification provided by Desjardins
(2017, pp. 19–20)—Adult Basic (and General) Education (ABE/AGE), Adult Higher
Education (AHE), Adult Vocational Education (AVE), and Adult Liberal Education
(ALE). ABE/AGE typically involve formal education, which corresponds to the
UNESCO International Standardized Education Classification (ISCED) 1, 2 or 3,
but are undertaken by non-traditional students as defined above. AHE typically
involve formal education undertaken by non-traditional students, which corresponds
to ISCED 5 or 6. AVE can involve formal education undertaken by non-traditional
students—corresponding to ISCED 3b, 3c, 4, or 5b—but also non-formal education
that has no links to the formal qualification system (e.g. on-the-job training or
workshops and seminars that are job-related). Adult Liberal Education (ALE) is
mostly non-formal and associated with the civil society sector. Yet, in highly flexible
systems such as in Denmark, even some ALE courses may be linked to formal
recognized qualifications via a modular and flexible approach.

2.2 Multi-disciplinary scholarship stimulating adult education research from
a political economy perspective

This section reviews multi-disciplinary scholarship that has stimulated adult educa-
tion research and provides a brief overview of different typologies that have emerged
out of the field of comparative economics and comparative politics, which are rele-
vant to, and have directly contributed to, the study of the political economy of adult
learning systems.

The seminal work of Hall and Soskice (2001) in comparative economics on the
Varieties of Capitalism (VoC) brought education and training to the forefront for
many social scientists including economists, sociologists and political scientists.
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This work was preceded by the influential work of Esping-Andersen in comparative
politics about the Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism (1990) and their implications
for social policy including education.

Esping-Andersen provided a broad way of classifying welfare conditions by ex-
amining the relationship between market and state, in particular the extent of social
benefits along the two dimensions of de-commodification and stratification. De-com-
modification described the relative independence of the individual from the labour
market (Esping-Andersen 1998, pp. 21–22). A high degree of de-commodification
indicates a welfare state with extensive access to social services and benefits. The
other dimension, stratification, shows the extent to which a welfare state does not
only degrade inequalities, but also creates them by preserving social differences
or privileges for certain groups. It is claimed that the welfare state—apart from
its purely income-distributive role—shapes class and status in a variety of ways:
“The education system is an obvious and much-studied instance, in which individ-
uals’ mobility chances not only are affected, but from which entire class structures
evolve” (Ibid., pp. 57–58).

Esping-Andersen differentiates between three “ideal” types of welfare state
regimes: the liberal, the conservative and the social democratic welfare state. The
liberal welfare state emphasizes the free market and shows a low degree of de-
commodification (the dependency of the individuals is hardly restricted by de-com-
modified services) and a low institutional stratification (e.g. United States, Canada,
and Australia). In contrast to this, the conservative welfare state (e.g. Austria,
France, and Germany) demonstrates corporatist structures, maintaining of status
differences accompanied by a high degree of stratification, moderate degree of de-
commodification and a clear dependency of access to government benefits from the
position on the labour market. The social-democratic welfare state (Scandinavian
countries) is characterized by guaranteeing universal services based on citizenship
and therefore a high degree of de-commodification and a low degree of stratifica-
tion, which both lead to a reduced social inequality (see Esping-Andersen 1998,
pp. 27–28).

Esping-Andersen’s typology has been by far the most influential classification in
comparative welfare state research and has successfully oriented scholarship in vari-
ous research fields, also with regard to education (Allmendinger and Leibfried 2003;
Willemse and de Beer 2012). Although the typology and its various extensions to
other regime types (e.g. Southern European, see Ferrara 1996) is still widely used in
comparative political research, it has been extensively challenged both on empirical
and analytical grounds (Powell 2015; Rice 2013; Arts and Gelissen 2002; Ferrag-
ina and Seeleib-Kaiser 2011). Besides the fact that many empirical welfare states
seem to be hybrid cases of the established welfare regime categories, the typology
dates back to the 1990s with data designed around the 1980s. A re-assessment of
its robustness as well as the inclusion of new dimensions seem necessary (Danforth
2014), taking also into account that in the meantime many countries have undergone
major transformations. More important, a meta-review that claims that 23 studies
confirm Esping-Andersen’s typology exclude all studies that consider health care
and education as part of the welfare state because these two social policy areas fol-
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low ‘a distinct, different logic from de-commodification [and] social stratification’
(Ferragina and Seeleib-Kaiser 2011, p. 587).

A major alternative to Esping-Andersen’s welfare state classification is the Vari-
eties of Capitalism approach by Hall and Soskice (2001). Hall and Soskice identified
education and training as one of the five institutional spheres of political economies
(2001, pp. 25–26) and they explicitly connect skill formation systems with types of
market economies by linking distinct systems of skill formation to varieties of cap-
italism. They point to nation-specific institutions such as labour market institutions,
production regimes and welfare state that play a crucial role and shape “institutional
complementarities” in the sense that ‘the presence (or efficiency) of one institution
increases the returns from the other’ (Ibid, p. 17). At the highest level of their ty-
pology, they distinguish between liberal market economies (LME) and coordinated
market economies (CME) (Ibid.). A crucial element in their typology is that the
specificity of skills among the population differ by regimes. Whereas LME such as
the case of the USA generate primarily generic skills through general and higher ed-
ucation, which can be complemented by on the job training over the lifespan, CME
such as in the case of Germany emphasize specific skills through a well-developed
VET system including apprenticeship schemes. Whether LME or rather CME are
more conducive to adult education and training is subjected to empirical examina-
tion. There is contradictory evidence and also theoretical models with regard to that
(Brunello 2004; Wolbers 2005; Culpepper and Thelen 2008).

The work of Esping-Andersen and Hall & Soskice has been followed by a vibrant
strand of comparative research emphasizing the linkages between different types of
welfare regimes, or alternatively production regimes, and education (and skills).
For example, the influential concept of skill formation regimes—defined as a self-
reinforcing configuration of institutions, or alternatively institutional packages, at
the intersection among welfare state, labor market, and education and training sys-
tems—has been put forth in the VoC literature when examining development paths
of different worlds of human capital formation and their sustainability over time
and across countries. In this strand of research, scholars highlight the institutional
complementarities between industrial relations, labour market institutions, produc-
tion regime as well as welfare state and study their linkages and interconnections to
explain variety in the emergence of different skill formation systems (Estevez-Abe
et al. 2001; Iversen and Soskice 2001; Iversen and Stephens 2008; Mayer and Solga
2008; Busemeyer and Trampusch 2012; Busemeyer 2015).

From a comparative politics lens, Iversen and Stephens (2008) emphasise the
mutually reinforcing relationships between skill formation, social protection sys-
tems and the role of the state. They distinguish three distinct types of human capital
formation: liberal market regimes and coordinated market regimes, in which the
latter are further subdivided into the social democratic regime and the Christian
democratic regime. The liberal market regime is characterised by high private in-
vestments in general skills, a low level of public spending on active labour market
policies (ALMP) and VET, as well as a low level of employment protection. This
pattern results in skills polarisation, i.e. low levels of specific skills and of general
skills at the bottom, but a high level of general skills at the top. The social demo-
cratic regime features heavy spending on public education, a well-developed VET
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system, advanced ALMP, and moderate levels of employment protection. Outcomes
in terms of skills result in high levels of industry-specific and occupational-specific
skills as well as general skills. The Christian Democratic regime is characterised by
a well-developed VET system and high levels of employment protection, though,
low levels of public spending on ALMP. High levels of employment protection have
facilitated investment in firm- and industry-specific skills with skilled workers be-
ing favoured, whereas the interest of low-skilled workers being largely ignored and
vulnerable to social exclusion. Iversen and Soskice (2001) emphasise the distinct
character of political coalition formation underpinning each of the three regimes.

From the perspective of historical institutionalism, Busemeyer and Trampusch
(2012) highlight the role of the state vs. private actors (households, market) in
the provision and financing of VET as a crucial factor explaining the divergent
development paths of skill formation regimes. Extending the two categories found
in the VoC literature (liberal market regime and coordinated market regime) they
propose a new category, namely collective skill formation systems, to which Austria,
Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland belong.

Referring to the characteristics of different skill formation regimes, they identify
the following types:

� the liberal skill regime demonstrating little public commitment or employer in-
volvement, dominance of on-the-job training with no specific (or weakly devel-
oped) vocational tracks in general schools;

� the statist skill regime featuring medium to strong public commitment to VET, but
little employer involvement (due to crowding out effects), integration of VET into
general school systems and academic drift;

� the segmentalist skill regime providing often quite broad training, but in a firm-
specific setting, with labour market mobility limited to internal labour markets
and little public commitment, resulting in the delegation of VET to firms;

� the collective skill regime featuring high involvement of employers and unions in
governance and—partly—financing of skill formation and a strong role for inter-
mediary associations.

This typology allows for explaining the evolvement of divergent development
paths and cross-national variation as a product of historical path dependencies and
critical junctures.

Other important areas of research have long suggested with evidence the im-
portance of education, training, and skills from a system level perspective. Not least
among these, is the economics of education, particularly the theory of human capital,
which has and continues to play a powerful role in conveying the economic value of
education, training and skills, namely by revealing their monetary returns in terms of
earnings and employability effects as well as labour market mobility (Becker 1993;
Hanushek et al. 2015, 2017). Research in the sociology of education has consistently
revealed the consequences of inequality of access to quality education and learn-
ing in terms of equity, inclusion, well-being and a well-functioning society (Torres
and Morrow 1995; Allmendinger and Leibfried 2003; UNESCO 2013, 2018). These
multi-disciplinary research strands have stimulated empirical work that focuses more
directly on effects of adult education and training. Research on the wider benefits
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of learning over the lifespan (Bynner et al. 2003; Feinstein und Hammond 2004;
Field 2009) added considerably to these perspectives with evidence. Recent work
highlights specific outcomes of participation in adult learning, both monetary and
non-monetary, in terms of well-being, political participation and civic engagement
(Ruhose et al. 2020; Gauly et al. 2020; for an overview: Schrader et al. 2020). Other
intensively studied topics in the field concern inequalities of educational opportuni-
ties and the influence of social background on participation in (adult) education and
training (Hadjar and Gross 2016; Blossfeld et al. 2020; Allmendinger et al. 2011;
Cincinnato et al. 2016). Together, these strands of research have revealed the impor-
tance of widely extending diverse learning opportunities over the lifespan. In light
of salient empirical evidence underlining the key role of education in the distribution
of opportunities for participation in society and labour market, recent scholarship
from the social investment perspective repositions education to the centre of social
policy reforms (Kazepov et al. 2020) and addresses educational policies as part of
an overall welfare state policy (Allmendinger and Nikolai 2010; Willemse and de
Beer 2012).

2.3 New insights in the study of adult learning systems

The contribution of comparative political economy and welfare state research, in
particular the typologies developed by Esping-Andersen (1990) as well as Hall and
Soskice (2001) and their extensions and variants provided new insights in the way
ALS can be perceived and inspired adult education research.

For example, Rubenson and Desjardins (2009) adopted the welfare state regimes
framework to analyse the state’s role in shaping the broader structural conditions
that are relevant for participation in adult education. They argue that participation in
adult education is the result of the interplay between individual agency and structural
conditions and that individual educational choices are constrained by institutions,
leading to the concept of “bounded agency”. The type of welfare state regime
influences both structural conditions and individual agency. Based on analysis of
quantitative indicators (the amount of public and private education expenditure in
connection to the distribution of competences), Allmendinger and Leibfried (2003)
as well as Busemeyer (2015) provide further evidence for the degree of stratification
in education systems in relation to partisan politics. Adapting Esping-Andersen’s
theoretical approach Knauber and Ioannidou (2016) examine how different types
of welfare state regimes develop and implement basic education policies for adults
with low literacy skills focusing on the dimension of de-commodification.

The theoretical and methodological insights gained in particular from the VoC
literature have stimulated the study of adult education and training from a political
economy perspective. Specifically, the political economy of ALS has been developed
as an offshoot of the debates on comparative welfare state research and considers
contributions from different disciplinary perspectives (political science, the sociol-
ogy of education, and economics of education) to understanding the causes and
consequences of cross-national diversity in ALS across advanced industrialised na-
tions and developed liberal democracies. A core argument in this research strand is
that ALS are embedded in specific economic and social arrangements, ‘they lie at the
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intersection of a variety of other systems including a nation’s education and training
system, labour market and employment system and other welfare state and social
policy measures’ (Desjardins 2017, p. 232). As such, they are linked to a range of
stakeholders (associations, chambers, communities of interest, industry) according
to the historical origins of adult education and training in each country, the type of
educational governance, and the type of skill formation regime.

The influence of culture, history, economic conditions and geopolitical develop-
ments on the formation of adult education and training systems as well as their
embeddedness in a nation’s education system are well known issues in the field of
adult education, particularly highlighted in comparative adult education research.
However, analyses of the impact of institutional settings (or packages) in shaping
ALS still represents a relatively small research strand, which mainly focuses on ex-
plaining differences in participation in adult learning (Roosmaa and Saar 2010; Saar
et al. 2014; Blossfeld et al. 2014; Dämmrich et al. 2014; Kaufmann et al. 2014).

Looking at the political and institutional linkages between adult education and
training and other institutions (labour market, welfare state, economy etc.), Des-
jardins (2017) reviews the extent and nature of adult learning structures that exist in
different nation-states, considers the factors that explain the emergence of different
adult learning system regimes and examines how these structures impact a range of
economic and social outcomes. Building on the VoC literature, which suggests that
a key feature of the comparative advantage of nation-states is the nature in which
different institutional configurations enable the coordination of social problems,
Desjardins suggests a typology on the variety of ALS in some of the most advanced
industrialized economies. Looking from a governance perspective at patterns and
mechanisms of coordination that underlie ALS, he distinguishes between market-
led adult learning regimes, state-led regimes, stakeholder-led regimes and state-led
regimes with a high degree of stakeholder involvement (Ibid., pp. 25–31). This typol-
ogy is mainly based on the distinction between state vs market involvement on the
existence (supply) and take-up (demand) of adult learning opportunities. To develop
his typology Desjardins uses in depth analysis of country studies and combines them
with quantitative macro data from large-scale assessments.

An important common feature in the political economy of skill formation regimes
and ALS regimes is the emphasis put on “institutional packages” or “institutional
complementarities”. Naturally, the variety of national institutional configurations of
ALS is closely connected to that of skill formation systems, as ALS lie at the in-
tersection of education and training systems, labour market institutions, and welfare
systems. These nation-specific institutional packages affect patterns of coordination
and can yield strikingly different outcomes both in terms of participation in adult
education and in terms of political reforms (Saar et al. 2013).

Another common feature in typologies on skill formation and adult learning
system regimes is that actors and actors’ constellations are to a certain degree sim-
ilar, at least in the biggest segment of adult learning (Adult Vocational Education,
AVE), which is job-related and employer-sponsored. Yet, there is a greater variety of
stakeholders involved in the governance of ALS, especially in countries with well-
developed Adult Liberal Education (ALE). The relative weight of AVE is also in-
fluenced by regime characteristics. In particular, intermediary associations involving
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non-market based stakeholder coordination are crucial in collective skill regimes
(stakeholder-led or state-led with high degree of stakeholder involvement). Also,
parties and partisan politics may have an impact on the evolution of distinctive ALS
as well as on patterns of coordination and governance. However, and in contrast with
extended literature from comparative public policy and welfare state research, their
influence, have not been studied yet. Literature reveals that partisan politics have an
impact on the evolution of specific skill formation regimes, hence, the strength of
partisanship varies across time: it seems to be more important in earlier periods of
historical development and critical junctures (Busemeyer 2015, pp. 123–174). It is
further argued that institutions with their path dependencies and veto players matter
(with regard to VET systems see Thelen 2004; with regard to lifelong learning see
Ioannidou 2010).

The typologies that emerged out of comparative welfare state and political econ-
omy research have widely contributed to new theoretical and methodological insights
to the study of adult education and training systems. Obviously, a key shortcoming
of these typologies developed in other disciplinary contexts is a systematic integra-
tion of more specific institutional features that are more proximal to the take up, and
provision of, organized adult learning. For example, the empirical cross-national
patterns on the level of participation in organized adult learning, as presented in
the following sections, do not neatly line up with the typologies mentioned in 2.2.
This suggests a need to take account of specific institutional features that are more
proximally related to organized adult learning, some of which are introduced and
elaborated below as suggestions to develop these typologies for comparing ALS and
to further this field of research.

3 Data and method of analysis

The analysis focuses on cross-national patterns revealed by available secondary
sources of data and utilizes logical and structural forms of comparison of the patterns
to draw out interpretations of the observed patterns (Ragin 1981). The purpose is not
to identify causation, universal ‘truths’ or to generalize but to reveal differences and
similarities in the patterns so as to elicit insights and nuances regarding structural and
institutional features which are relevant to the comparative study of policy relevant
factors related to the level and distribution of organized adult learning in selected
advanced industrialized nations.

Data made available by the 2012 Survey of Adult Skills, a product of the Pro-
gramme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) as well
as the 1994–1998 International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) are used as sources
to estimate cross-national patterns of organized adult learning. These are large scale
comparative studies which were administered to nationally representative samples
of adults aged 16 to 65 (large sample sizes ranging between 2000 to 5000 cases
per country) (for details on study design see OECD 2013a; OECD and Statistics
Canada 2000; for details on study quality see OECD 2013b; Murray et al. 1997).
While these studies were primarily designed as international comparative assess-
ments of literacy proficiency, IALS was effectively the first large scale international
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comparative study of adult learning ever undertaken which offers an important base-
line measurement of the extent and distribution of adult learning in the 1990s for
a wide range of OECD countries. As a follow up study, PIAAC collected in a com-
parable manner detailed information on a range of education and training activities
undertaken by adults in the 12 months preceding the interview including formal
education programmes and other non-formal learning activities such as workshops,
seminars, on-the-job training as well as leisure and civic related courses. Therefore,
with both datasets it is possible to empirically estimate the extent of growth in adult
education since the 1990s. We follow the definition of organized adult learning as
outlined above in detail in Sect. 2.1 in terms of non-traditional (adult) students and
different types of organized adults learning. Furthermore, PIAAC collected the age
at which adults completed their highest qualification which is used to estimate the
proportion of adults who attained their highest qualification as non-traditional stu-
dents as defined above in Sect. 2.1 (also see note for Fig. 4 for specific ages used
to define non-traditional students).

The countries included in the analysis are those that participated in the 2012
OECD PIAAC and for which the data was made available, as well as for those that
participated in both IALS and PIAAC. For the purposes of this analysis, countries
that participated in later cycles of PIAAC were not included since the 2012 sample
provides ample variation in terms of regions and in terms of the key variables
considered.

Additionally, data made available by the 2011 OECD Aggregated Social Expen-
diture database, which roughly corresponds to the 12-month period in which the
PIAAC data was collected, is used as the source of comparable data for social ex-
penditures including total welfare spending, public spending on education, public
spending on active labour market programmes and public assistance and housing.

4 The empirical evidence on cross-national patterns of organized adult
learning

This section presents some of the empirical evidence on cross-national patterns of
organized adult learning.

Participation rates in different types of organized adult learning based on PIAAC
data are reported in Fig. 1, whereas Fig. 2 provides estimates of the growth of par-
ticipation in organized adult learning since the 1990s using comparable data from
IALS. Both surveys allow for a distinction between job- and non-job-related orga-
nized adult learning as well as whether the participation was employer-supported.
The pattern as can be seen in Fig. 1 overwhelmingly suggests that the majority of
organized adult learning is in some way employer-supported, is job-related, and is
non-formal. Another key point is that the extent to which employers are supporting
formal adult education (that leads to qualifications) has become rather substantial
(i.e. 5–9% of the adult population) in nine out of 21 countries.

In terms of trends over the approximate 20-year interim period (depending on
country) shown in Fig. 2, several findings stand out.
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Fig. 1 Percent of adults aged 16–65 who participated in organized adult learning in 12-month period.
(Source: Own calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC), 2012)

First, the growth of participation rates in organized adult learning has been re-
markable. All countries demonstrate a substantial increase in the proportion of adult
populations who participate in organized adult learning on an annual basis, which
implies major growth in the provision of organized learning opportunities. Even
if calculations based on data from two different times are not enough to establish
a trend, estimates of the annualized growth rate of participation based on the annual
EU Labour Force Survey (LFS) data confirm the sharp growth (see Desjardins 2017,
Table 12.1, pp. 185).

Second, many countries are catching up with the Nordic countries in terms of par-
ticipation in organized adult learning. Countries that featured already comparatively
high rates in the 1990s like Sweden, Finland, and Denmark, have been growing
at a slower pace. Notably, the Netherlands, US, UK, and Canada have all grown
at a faster pace, and nearly catching up to the Nordic countries. Other countries
that had low rates of participation in the 1990s have experienced very high rates of
growth estimated to be around 5% per annum. The only country that had a very low
rate in the 1990s and did not experience growth is Italy.

Third, employer-supported organized adult learning is growing at a significantly
higher pace in all countries.
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Separate analyses have revealed that the overall growth of organized adult learn-
ing has significantly narrowed inequality in overall participation between various
socially disadvantaged vs advantaged groups (i.e. young-old, low SES-high SES,
low educated-high educated) in most countries including the market-led regimes
such as US and the UK (Desjardins and Kim 2019). Some specific institutional
features as well as government policies and programmes may have incentivized
employers’ investment in disadvantaged workers; though, this cannot readily be
ascertained from the PIAAC data.

Taken together, the cross-national patterns that emerge from Figs. 1 and 2 as well
as other analyses reveal that the above-mentioned typologies in the preceding section
do not sufficiently explain the observed variation in the extent and distribution of
participation in organized adult learning. A number of countries (about 10) now
appear to display similar patterns in terms of the extent and distribution of overall
participation. Yet, many of these countries continue to vary substantially in terms of
their institutional variation related to the welfare state, including the level of social
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expenditures that make up the welfare state. In particular, countries like the US and
the UK which are often conceived as being more closely aligned with the market-
led (or neoliberal) regime have rapidly caught up with the Nordic countries which
are often conceived as being more closely aligned with the state-led model with
a higher degree of stakeholder involvement (or social democratic) regime.

As put forth by Esping-Andersen (1998), it is not just the size of the welfare
state, as measured by level of welfare spending, that can matter for distributional
outcomes such as access to organized learning opportunities but also the composi-
tion of spending—what is emphasized and who gets the benefits. Indeed, the data
highlight a weak overall relationship between the level of welfare spending and the
probability of participation for the most disadvantaged groups. As can be seen in
Fig. 3, the relationship between the overall level of welfare state expenditures and
the proportions of adults who attained their highest qualifications as older adult
learners (i.e. non-traditional students) is not uniform. The pattern reveals a weak
overall relationship between the level of welfare spending and the proportions of
adults who attained their highest qualifications as adult learners.

The countries that are most successful in extending organized adult learning
opportunities to the most disadvantaged feature the highest levels of welfare state
expenditures (upper right quadrant). These are also the countries that demonstrate the
highest levels of overall participation (as shown in Fig. 1)—Denmark, Finland and
Sweden. Norway is similar to the other Nordic countries especially when taking into
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account the non-standard level of its GDP as consequence of its oil industry. There
is also a range of countries in the lower left quadrant of Fig. 3 that spend less on
average on welfare programmes and feature low levels of participation in organized
adult learning in general, and among the most disadvantaged adults (defined as
adults with both parents having attained less than upper secondary education) in
particular. However, there are a number of countries in between. The Netherlands
is a country that features relatively high and widely distributed levels of organized
adult learning but its overall welfare spending is less than Italy’s by about 4%. In
contrast, Italy features among one of the lowest levels of participation in organized
adult learning. Similarly, Austria, Belgium, France and Germany feature high overall
levels of welfare state expenditures but lag Canada, Ireland, the UK and US in terms
of extending organized adult learning opportunities to the most disadvantaged, even
though the latter are below average spenders on all types of welfare programmes.

In summary, the data focusing on the take up and distribution of organized adult
learning reveal shortcomings in the explanatory framework of the typologies dis-
cussed above in terms of explaining variation in the cross-national patterns. The next
section considers some institutional features that are more proximal to the take up,
provision and distribution of organized adult learning.

5 Some institutional features that are more proximal to ALS

In the explanatory framework of the political economy of ALS, institutional features
such as those relating to education, labour market or welfare state and associated
public policy frameworks, including their absence, play an important role in mitigat-
ing or exacerbating inequalities in adult learning. This can be a direct consequence,
whereby policies are devised to intentionally address such problems with ad-hoc
measures like one-off subsidies or specific programmes, but it can also be an indi-
rect consequence since specific institutional features can affect the existence (supply)
and take-up (demand) of organized adult learning opportunities in unintended ways
(Desjardins 2017, p. 32).

Several specific institutional features can play a role in fostering high and widely
distributed levels of participation in organized adult learning. A challenge for com-
parative research is to integrate these into the typologies already discussed in a more
systematic manner by linking the different perspectives from various disciplines. The
focus here is to outline some key institutional features that might considered in order
to further this field of research.

A closer look at the composition of welfare spending in a way that distinguishes
between categories that are deemed to be more proximal or distal to organized adult
learning is revealing. As an example, Austria, Belgium, France, Germany and Italy’s
welfare expenditures (as per the OECD Aggregated Social Expenditure Database for
year 2011) tends to be concentrated on old age and health benefits, especially when
compared to Canada, Ireland, the UK and the US. These are categories that can be
considered as more distal to adult learning.

The following focuses on a number of institutional features that are more proximal
to ALS and enable the provision, take up and distribution of organized adult learning:
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open and flexible formal education structures, public support for education, active
labour market policies and programmes that target socially disadvantaged adults.

5.1 Open and flexible education structures

The extent to which adults can attain qualifications at older ages reflects the “open-
ness” and “permeability” of the formal education structures as well as their “flexibil-
ity” in catering to the needs of non-traditional students. Fig. 4 highlights that open
and flexible education structures that cater to needs of adult learners, specifically
non-traditional students as defined above, is a key feature explaining overall par-
ticipation rates. In several countries (Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Canada
and the United States), more than a quarter of the population attained their highest
qualification as a non-traditional student, which also tend to be the countries with
the highest overall rates of participation in organized adult learning.

The integration of adults into the formal education system where possible or
access to equivalent qualifications affects their motivation and shows high returns
in terms of both employment probabilities and income growth (Kilpi-Jakonen and
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Sirniö 2020). Adult learning activities that can be linked to qualifications motivate,
whether the undertaking is formal or non-formal, because they communicate value
among stakeholders, and thus enhance the labour market value of investing in adult
learning (Singh 2015; Singh and Duvekot 2013). This has knock-on effects promot-
ing continued adult learning because there is a direct relation between higher levels
of qualifications and continued learning throughout the lifespan (Desjardins et al.
2006; Rubenson 2018). However, creating parallel non-formal systems or lower tier
tracks can have adverse effects on individual benefits and in turn, on individual
motivation if they are associated with lower status and stigma.

The extent to which non-formal adult learning activities can be linked to qualifica-
tion systems, for example via the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) mechanisms,
is crucial as it allows for much greater flexibility and permeability to cater to the
needs of diverse groups by enabling customization, targeting and outreach. Coun-
tries that continually develop their adult learning provision structures in terms of
“integrating opportunities” to seamlessly connect them to all kinds of formal quali-
fications are more successful in boosting participation, skills, assuring quality of the
programmes and enhancing the value of adult learning.

5.2 Public support for education combined with open and flexible education
structures

In contrast to total welfare spending, public spending on education has a stronger
relationship with organized adult learning related outcomes but this is not straight-
forward. Specifically, the level of public spending on education tends to be related
to higher and more widely distributed levels of organized adult learning on the con-
dition that formal systems are more open and flexible to adults. Simply put, in many
countries, public support for education does not benefit access to organized adult
learning because the formal educational structures are closed off to adults and tend
to be reserved for younger adults who follow the traditional front loaded and most
direct path to their highest qualification. However, in countries where these struc-
tures are more flexible and accommodate adults, then public support for education
including those for regular formal educational structures may be more successful in
reaching adults, particularly those who are disadvantaged and could not follow the
more traditional front-loaded path.

Fig. 5 shows the relationship between public spending on education and the
probability of participation in organized adult learning for adults with both par-
ents having attained less than upper secondary education. The patterns suggest that
countries with higher public expenditures on education are successful in boosting
qualifications for the disadvantaged but this seems at least partly contingent on hav-
ing flexible educational structures that accommodate adults that did not follow the
traditional front-loaded path. Canada, the UK and the US, along with Ireland spend
more or similar on public education compared to Germany and Spain and a range
of other countries who are less successful in extending opportunities to the most
disadvantaged. Austria, Belgium and France are above average spenders on public
education but this does not translate into higher rates of participation. This might be
related to the fact that the formal education systems in those countries are less open
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Fig. 5 Public spending on education and proportion of adults with lowest educated parents who attained
highest qualifications as an adult learner. (Source: Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC), 2012; OECD Aggre-
gated Social Expenditure Database (2011))

to older adults as was shown in Fig. 4. In contrast, the Nordic countries along with
the Netherlands, Canada, US and UK, closely followed by Germany and Spain,
feature formal education systems that are more open to adult learners, which is
consistent with their above average success in boosting participation and extending
opportunities to a wider range of adult learners as shown in Fig. 1.

5.3 Active labour market policies

Active Labour Market Policies (ALMPs) can interact with organized adult learn-
ing and are specifically designed to boost employment. In their most basic form,
ALMPs typically comprise of public employment services including job centres and
labour exchanges, which improve job-searching efforts. Such employment services
may simply help with developing skills to obtain a job such as interview skills or
writing curriculum vitae. Nevertheless, they may also be more directly connected to
organized adult learning by offering training schemes, such as courses or appren-
ticeships, or other formal programmes, to boost employability. As such, depending
on how they are operationalized, ALMPs may form an important part of ALS. In
contrast, ALMPs can simply involve employment subsidies and thus be limited in
their relationship to organized adult learning, especially if there are limited provision
structures related to organized adult learning (including “closed” formal education
structures). Some countries like Denmark, Finland, Sweden and the Netherlands
provide public support for the unemployed to participate in organized adult learning
provisions that already exist and as such, ALMPs of this kind form an important
part of ALS in those countries.

K



The political economy of adult learning systems—some institutional features that promote... 161

Australia

Austria

Canada
Chile Czech Republic

Denmark

Estonia

Finland

France

Germany

Greece

Ireland

Israel

Italy

Japan

Korea

Netherlands

New Zealand

Norway

Poland

Slovak Republic Slovenia

Spain

Sweden

Turkey
United States

R² = 0,2559

0

0,2

0,4

0,6

0,8

1

1,2

1,4

1,6

1,8

2

10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60

Percent

Probability of par�cipa�on of adults with upper secondary or 
below

ruobal
evitca

no
gnidneps

ci lbuP
)PDGfo

%(seiciloptekra
m

Percent

Fig. 6 Public spending on active labour market programmes and probability of participation of adults with
upper secondary education (ISCED 3) or below. (Source: Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC), 2012–2016;
OECD Aggregated Social Expenditure Database (2011 and 2012))

As can be seen in Fig. 6, not all spending on ALMPs seems to be equally ef-
fective in boosting participation, particularly among adults with the lowest levels of
education. Results show that whereas France, Ireland and Spain are above average
spenders on ALMPs, this does not necessarily lead to success in boosting participa-
tion among those with lower levels of education (ISCED 3 or below). In contrast,
Australia, Canada, the Czech Republic, the United States and New Zealand spend
relatively little on these programmes, but feature above average levels of participa-
tion among those with lower levels of education. A key point is that ALMPs do not
necessarily relate to participation in organized adult learning because it depends on
the prevalence of related provision structures, including how open and flexible the
ALS is and how well it is catering to the needs of disadvantaged adults. Therefore,
the extent to which welfare-spending categories like ALMPs actually aim to foster
participation of a particular kind matters. For example, the ALMP programmes in
the Nordic countries are designed to provide working age adults access to organized
adult learning and often lead to formal qualifications.
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Fig. 7 Public spending on family assistance and housing and proportion of adults with lowest educated
parents who attained highest qualifications as an adult learner. (Source: Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC),
2012; OECD Aggregated Social Expenditure Database (2011))

5.4 Targeting

Policies related to customization, targeting and outreach are an indication of active
policy making that seeks to boost the level and equitable distribution of organized
adult learning. Targeting and outreach, especially for adults with little or no qualifi-
cations, are crucial tools for tackling inequality and disadvantage. They imply non-
market-based solutions, based on state aims related to equity and social justice, not
necessarily market or narrow stakeholder interests.

Public spending on family assistance can be seen as a proximal factor to organized
adult learning to the extent that it may help disadvantaged adults to overcome bar-
riers to participation. This type of spending can be helpful for addressing structural
constraints to participation relating to family and other situational-based constraints
(as discussed in Rubenson and Desjardins 2009).

As shown in Fig. 7, public spending on family assistance shows a stronger re-
lationship to cross-national participation patterns compared, for example, to overall
welfare spending as shown in Fig. 3. It can be seen that Ireland and the UK regis-
ter relatively high spending in this category, which is consistent with the relatively
higher participation rates of the most disadvantaged in those two countries.

6 Conclusions

This article provides an overview of the state of art in the study of adult learning
systems from a political economy perspective. Our review of typologies that have
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emerged out of the field of comparative economics and comparative politics in
Sect. 2 has shown that these fields have contributed powerful theoretical concepts and
triggered interdisciplinary empirical research on the impact of institutional settings
and institutional packages on Adult Learning Systems (ALS). Typologies allow
not only the clustering of countries along specific institutional features but also
the empirical validation of hypotheses derived by the theory. Research so far has
mainly focused on explaining differences in participation in adult education, whereas
very little scholarship has dealt with exploring variation on the grounds of existing
institutional complementarities and how the latter affect patterns of coordination and
outcomes of ALS.

Our brief overview of some of the most salient patterns of participation in orga-
nized adult learning across countries in Sect. 4 based on analysis of PIAAC data
suggests that existing typologies of welfare state regimes or skills formation sys-
tems are insufficient to explain variation in the cross-national patterns. A range of
countries appear to display similar patterns in terms of the extent and distribution
of overall participation, particularly as ALS have grown rapidly in the last 20 years.
Yet, many of these countries continue to vary substantially with regard to their over-
all institutional variation related to the type of welfare state. We argue that there
are some institutional features that are more directly related to the provision, take
up and distribution of organized adult learning. Our analysis in Sect. 5 reveals that
it is not just public spending on education or total welfare spending that matter,
but rather structural factors relevant to social policy, institutional and public policy
frameworks seem to play a prominent role in explaining the patterns of participation
in organized adult learning. We focus our discussion on a number of institutional
features that are more proximal to organized adult learning and argue that these
features can play a role in fostering high and widely distributed levels of participa-
tion in adult learning: open and flexible formal education structures, public support
for education, active labour market policies and programmes that target socially
disadvantaged adults. Countries that feature high and widely distributed levels of
participation in organized adult learning can be seen as those with the most effective
ALS.

The role of the state is particularly important for balancing the interests of diverse
social groups and to mitigate inequalities. There is plenty of evidence to suggest that
participation in organized adult learning varies considerably according to individual-
level characteristics such as age, education, gender, occupation (Blossfeld et al. 2014;
Boeren and Holford 2016; Lee and Desjardins 2019). Those who are already better
educated and those with relatively secure professional positions are cumulatively
expanding their lead even further through additional investment in adult learning,
the so-called Matthew principle (Boeren 2009; Blossfeld et al. 2020; Ioannidou
et al. 2020). Research findings to date also confirm that, for a number of reasons,
companies support those employees in their competence development who already
possess higher skills. Therefore, if employers and workers are left to their own, they
will almost automatically commit themselves to behavioural patterns that exacerbate
inequalities. A key contextual condition underlying effective ALS is the degree of
state involvement via public and social policies as well as stakeholder involvement
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via an inclusion of social partners; in other words, the type of governance of ALS
matters.

The use and extent of social policy instruments (a form of non-market coordina-
tion) can be crucial to foster the development of adult learning opportunities (e.g.
public spending in open and flexible education systems, ALMPs, targeting) as well
as to enable adults to overcome the various structural constraints associated with
those opportunities (e.g. family assistance, childcare). No less important is the use
of public policies and stakeholder arrangements (forms of non-market coordination)
to influence the skill orientation of the economy by emphasising both an increase
in the supply of skills as well as incentives to use skills in production in ways that
boost innovation and productivity. Several studies demonstrate a strong link between
the skill orientation of the economy and the extent and distribution of adult learning
opportunities (OECD 2012; Desjardins 2017).

From a comparative political-economy perspective a common and pressing chal-
lenge for all ALS is how to cope with major upheavals in the future of work by
automation and digitization and the socio-ecological transformation towards more
sustainability (e.g. farewell to the lignite industry). Even if we do not yet know
whether the jobs created will eventually balance out those destroyed, as was the
case with previous technological revolutions, there can be little doubt that disloca-
tions are likely to be substantial and mass unemployment will probably loom in
certain countries, regions and industries. The provision of adult learning opportu-
nities to ensure ‘reskilling’ will be a major challenge for ALS and will necessitate
coordinated public policy responses, a high level of investment in skills and political
commitment from all stakeholders.

Given the positive monetary and non-monetary outcomes of participation in adult
learning, however, this is a worthy undertaking. Indeed, many countries who feature
high and widely distributed levels of organized adult learning have well-developed
governance structures that foster coordination among stakeholders; financing struc-
tures that align incentives and foster co-investment; and provision structures that
enable open, flexible and targeted opportunities that are designed to mitigate barri-
ers to participation. Policy makers thus have at their disposal several tools to help
citizens overcome barriers to participation, ranging from broad social policies to
economic and labour market policies.
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