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ARTICLE

Participation in adult education and training in countries with
high and low participation rates: demand and barriers
Elisabeth Hovdhaugen and Vibeke Opheim

NIFU – Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
This paper explores patterns in participation in adult education and
training (AET) by comparing five countries with high participation rates
(the Nordic countries and the Netherlands) with three countries with
significantly lower participation rates (France, Poland and the Slovak
Republic). Using PIAAC data the paper examines differences in the levels
of demand for AET as well as variations in barriers to AET participation
between the two groups of countries. The demand for AET is higher than
the actual participation rate since it includes those who do not partici-
pate although they wish to. The demand for AET is substantially higher in
countries with high participation rates. Further, the structure and level of
barriers is quite similar in the two groups of countries. Countries with
low AET participation rate do not have a higher proportion of individuals
reporting barriers to AET participation; that they do not participate in
AET although they wish to. In both groups of countries demand for AET
is strongly associated with the individuals’ educational level. The findings
are discussed by drawing on previous studies on drivers of and barriers
to participation in AET.

KEYWORDS
Adult education and
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Introduction

With the emergence of the knowledge economy, encouraging participation in adult education and
training (AET) throughout life – i.e. lifelong learning – has been the focus of several policy
initiatives (see e.g. Fridberg et al., 2015; OECD, 2012). The importance of lifelong learning is
visible in country-specific policies, as well as in general European policy documents. The
European Parliament and the European Council have launched a range of initiatives directed at
adult learning and according to Špolar and Holford (2014), the European Parliament’s Resolution
on Adult Learning: It is Never Too Late to Learn includes a focus on how to improve ‘adult’s
motivation to participate in learning’ (Špolar & Holford, 2014, p. 43).

Previous research has documented substantial variations in AET participation rates between
countries (for recent studies see Dämmerich, Vono de Vilhena, & Reichert, 2014; Desjardins,
2015). The great variability between countries in AET participation rates suggests that structural
and organisational characteristics are important when explaining AET participation. Some studies
have pointed to differences in the formal educational system as a driver of differences in
participation rates (Bassanini, Booth, Brunello, De Paola, & Leuven, 2005; Desjardins, 2017).
Differences in welfare state regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990) have been used in several studies to
explain the observed differences in participation rates (Blossfeld et al 2014; Rubenson, 2006;
Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009). For instance, the high participation rates in the Nordic countries is
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often explained as being a result of the Nordic welfare state regimes, with its emphasis on
maximising labour force participation (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Encouraging AET participation
by reducing structural barriers, such as costs of learning activities (for both employers and
employees) is in line with this policy.

However, few previous studies have compared countries with high and low AET participation
rates in order to learn more about the factors behind the differences in AET participation rates. In
this paper, we explore some of these factors. By comparing how widespread the wish to participate
is, i.e. the demand for AET, as well as the barriers to AET participation among those who wish to
participate, the aim of this paper is to provide nuances and new knowledge on factors contribut-
ing to country variations in AET participation.

There are overlaps between the typology of welfare state regimes and our distinction of
countries into two groups with high and low participation rates. Still, our focus is on
a comparison of countries with high and low AET participation rates independent of each
country’s welfare state regime. The point of departure is exploratory and empirical: we have
used the distribution of a country’s AET participation rate as the starting point for exploring
barriers to and demand for AET across European countries.

In this paper, we study AET participation in different European countries by using data from
the OECD’s Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies – PIAAC. AET
participation is here defined as have participated in formal and non-formal education during the
last 12 months among employed persons 25–65 years old.

The rest of this paper is organised as follows. In the next section, previous studies on AET
participation and barriers are presented. Then follows a presentation of research questions. The
fourth section describes data and methods used for the analyses. The fifth section presents the
results from the analyses. In the final section, the results are discussed in relation to previous
research and the three research questions.

Reasons for AET participation

Previous studies on AET have discussed a number of reasons why people would engage in
learning – and why not. A distinction can be made between different reasons for learning, such
as personal, social, and job-related reasons for learning. Most adults participate in AET for job-
related reasons, but the distinction between job and non-job reasons is not so clear cut
(Desjardins, Rubenson, & Milana, 2006). For instance, an individual may participate in learning
for both job-related and personal reasons.

When discussing why people engage in learning, the concept of motivation for learning is often
used. Motivation is a theoretical construct, used to explain behaviour by representing the reasons
for our actions, our desires, and our needs (Ryan & Deci, 2000). A classic distinction in
motivational theory is the division between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. For example, the
individuals’ intrinsic motivation for taking a course or training programme could be to gain more
knowledge. Thus, participating in learning is driven by an interest or enjoyment in the task itself
and exists within the individual rather than relying on external pressures or a desire for reward.
The opposite is extrinsic motivation, through which influences outside the individual are the main
sources of motivation (Boggiano & Pittman, 1992). Over the years, the validity and distinction
between the two categories have been discussed (see for instance Ryan & Deci, 2000). For
instance, it can be argued that extrinsic motivation varies considerably in its relative autonomy.
Thus, it can either reflect external control or true self-regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The
concepts of motivation and reasons for learning overlap, although they are not similar. Here we
will mainly use the concept of reasons for AET participation.

Several scholars have pointed out that those who already have a high level of education are
more likely to invest in further education while they are working (Boeren, 2016; Børing, Wiborg,
& Skule, 2013; Desjardins & Rubenson, 2011; Desjardins et al., 2006). Hence, those who already
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have high levels of education are more likely to receive more education while those who have low
levels of education do not seek further education. This has been described as the Matthew effect of
accumulated advantage; participation in AET seems to increase the gap between those with high
and low levels of education (Kilpi-Jakonen, Buchholz, Dämmerich, McMullin, & Blossfeld, 2014).

Following the strong correlation between the individuals’ level of education and AET partici-
pation, we could expect to find that a country’s average educational level is correlated with the
country’s share of individuals who participate in AET. Differences in countries’ average educa-
tional level could be a factor explaining differences in countries’ AET participation rates.

To try to explain what makes people participate in AET, Cross (1981) developed a ‘chain-of-
response’ model (COR), based on the assumption that ‘participation in a learning activity. . . is not
a single act but the result of a chain of responses, each based on an evaluation of the position of
the individual’ (Cross, 1981, p. 125) within that person’s environment. The model points to the
importance of opportunities and barriers, as well as to the goals, which can be seen as different
sides of the same thing. The extent to which individuals expect to meet their goals is seen as an
additional factor. Hence, Cross (1981) argues that the experiences an individual has with parti-
cipating in learning activities can create positive or negative circles – reinforcing motivation and
interest for learning among those who participate in AET, while those who do not participate
remain unmotivated.

Recent studies using PIAAC data (the OECD’s Programme for the International Assessment of
Adult Competencies) have studied country variations in AET participation by combining infor-
mation on participation with information on whether or not the individuals report an interest to
participate in AET (Desjardins, 2017). This forms four groups of demand for AET:

(1) No demand: Those who have not participated in AET and do not wish to do so
(2) Unmet demand: Those who have not participated in AET but wish to do so
(3) Partially met demand: Those who have participated in AET and wish to participate more
(4) Met demand: Those who have participated in AET and do not wish to participate more

The four groups modelled by Desjardins (2017) illustrates that the demand for AET may vary
between countries beyond the actual participation rates, as there are individuals in all countries
who wish to participate in AET but do not do so because of barriers. In addition, the groups
facing barriers to (more) AET participation may be divided between those who have participated
in AET and wish to participate more and those who have not participated in AET but wish to do
so (groups 2 and 3). The four groups of demand are therefore useful as a tool to explore patterns
of demand and barriers between countries with high and low AET participation rates.

The first group consists of those who have not participated in AET and do not wish to do so.
Thus, they are categorised as individuals with no demand for AET. The other three groups have
had or still have some form of demand for AET. The fourth group consists of those who have
participated in AET and do not wish to participate more. These are therefore categorised as
a group with a balance between demand and supply; a met demand for AET. The two groups in
the middle consist of those of whom it could be argued experience less balance between the supply
of and their demand for AET. One group (2) is formed by those who have not participated in any
AET but wish to do so. The second group (3) is formed by those who have participated in AET
but wish to participate more. It could be argued that both groups face barriers that prevent them
from (more) AET participation. On the other hand, there may be substantial differences between
the two groups.

The group consisting of those who have participated in AET but wish to participate more (3)
may be considered to be a group, which faces individual and/or structural barriers that hinder the
group from developing the skills they need to perform optimally at work (see for instance Massing
& Gauly, 2017). The label ‘partially met demand’ may indicate an interpretation along this line of
reasoning. Alternatively, they could be considered to be a group of individuals, which is highly
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motivated towards engaging in learning activities and will report an interest in further AET
participation even if they already have high skill levels, and further AET may not be crucial for
their work performance. In this perspective, their reported interest in more AET may not
necessarily be regarded as a barrier. Could it be that some groups would like to participate in
AET beyond their (or their employer’s) need for work related skills, if there were no limits? Rather
than barriers, could it be that some groups have a general high level of motivation for learning –
an unlimited demand? By studying individual and workplace characteristics of this group, the
analyses will explore these questions further.

Conceptualisation of barriers to participation in adult education and training

When discussing why people would not engage in learning, the concept of barriers is central.
Barriers may be anything that stands in the way of someone taking part in AET. Thus, barriers
may include lack of motivation or other forms of emotional barriers, as well as external factors,
such as costs, access to information or lack of employers’ support.

Previous research on barriers to AET participation includes classifications of barriers into
different sets of groups. A frequently used classification is the distinction between institu-
tional, situational and dispositional barriers to participation (Cross, 1981). Institutional
barriers are commonly understood as being created by workplace factors or by policy in
general, such as a lack of relevant programmes or that programmes are offered at an
inconvenient time/place. Situational barriers are understood as obstacles associated with the
individual, such as family responsibilities causing time constraints or lack of employers’
support. Dispositional barriers differ from the other two types of barriers as it is not an
external barrier, but rather is linked to ‘attitudes and self-perceptions about oneself as
a learner’ (Cross, 1981, p. 98).

However, how these three types of barriers have been operationalised as items in a survey
varies. Cross (1981) pointed out that it is possible to place the same items in different categories,
using ‘lack of information’ as an example. In her list, this is categorised as an institutional barrier,
but this is only correct if providing information on educational opportunities is seen as
a responsibility that lies with the educational institution. It can equally be seen as a situational
barrier, if lack of information is linked to individuals living in certain neighbourhoods or working
in a particular kind of firm and rarely getting information. Alternatively, it would be
a dispositional barrier if we consider that those who have a negative attitude about participating
in learning activities are less likely to inform themselves about educational opportunities. Thus,
the classification of barriers is not straight forward and has been discussed in a number of
previous studies. For instance, in the original overview, Cross (1981) included various forms of
cost under situational barriers, while Desjardins et al. (2006), Rubenson (2010) and Roosmaa and
Saar (2017) included ‘no money’, ‘fees’ and ‘training too expensive/could not afford it’ under
institutional barriers. Others have simply classified all factors related to monetary and non-
monetary costs of education to the term ‘costs’, without separating between personal and institu-
tional costs (Gorges, 2016).

The PIAAC data set contains seven questions on barriers to further participation in AET, in
addition to a general category labelled as ‘other’. In this paper, we study country variations within
each barrier, in order to investigate whether differences in barriers have been reported in
countries with high and low AET participation rates. In addition, the barriers are categorised as
either institutional barriers or situational barriers. In our categorisation of barriers, we have
followed the more recent research, which includes cost as one of the institutional barriers (in
line with the definition of variables used in Rubenson (2010) and Roosmaa and Saar (2017).

In PIAAC as in most other surveys on AET participation, questions about barriers to
participation are only asked of those who have stated that they would like to participate (more)
in AET (unmet demand or partially met demand) (see for instance, Gorges, 2016). While those
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who answered that they have no interest in participating in AET have not received any questions
about barriers. As noted by previous studies on AET participation, ‘situational and institutional
barriers tend to dominate’ when questions about barriers are directed only at those who did not
participate but stated that they wanted to participate (Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009, p. 191).

Research questions

To investigate the link between demand for participation in AET, barriers to participation in AET and
participation rates, we will use the four groups of demand for AET modelled by Desjardins (2017).
Three research questions have been formulated. The research questions should be seen in relation
with each other as they cover different aspects of the barriers to and drivers of AET participation:

(1) Is there a general higher demand for AET in European countries with high participation
rates?

(2) Do we find a similar relationship between the individuals’ education level and demand for
AET in the two groups of countries?

(3) Do individuals report more barriers to participation in AET in European countries with
low participation rates?

The first research question concerns the interest for AET, examining the extent to which high
participation rates are related to high demand for AET. Is the proportion of individuals reporting
no interest for AET participation higher in countries with low participation rates?

The second question focus on the association between the individuals’ educational level and
demand for AET. Earlier findings have found that individuals with higher education are more
likely to wish to invest (more) in AET. Is this relationship the same in countries with high and low
participation rates? Or could it be that the individuals’ education level is a less critical factor
explaining participation and demand for AET in countries with high participation rates than in
countries with low participation rates? All four groups of demand will be included when studying
research question 2.

The third question concentrates on barriers to AET participation and the extent to which
countries with high and low participation rates differs in that respect. Only those who have
reported an interest in (more) AET participation have been asked about barriers to participation.
Thus, two groups of demand are included in these analyses; group 2 (unmet demand) and group 3
(partially met demand).

Data and methods

This study uses the data set from the OECD’s Programme for the International Assessment of
Adult Competencies – PIAAC, from the first round of the data collection carried out in
2011–2012. As a point of departure, all participating European countries have been included in
the analyses. In the analyses of barriers and demand we have used internationally comparable data
for eight European countries: Norway, Denmark, Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands, France,
Poland and the Slovak Republic. These countries have been chosen because they either scored
significantly higher than the average, or significantly lower than the average on the rate of
participation in AET in the PIAAC data set (see Figure 1).

The data collected for PIAAC include the working age population (16–65 years), but our
sample has been restricted to those who are working and are over 25 years of age. The main
reason for this restriction is to exclude youths 16–24 years in initial cycle of studies, as this group
could distort the data, and contribute to country differences which are due to differences in
educational systems rather than differences in opportunities to undertake AET.
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PIAAC is collected as a face-to-face interview, during which interviewees complete
a background questionnaire and a test of various skills. The variables used in this analysis all
came from the background questionnaire, as the test result data have not been utilised in the
analyses. The data have been weighted using the weights provided in the data set (STATA). As the
proportion of working adults varies, the sample sizes per country varied from 2867 to 3437. Data
from over 25,000 individuals were used in the analyses. However, a slightly lower number was
retained in the logistic regression analysis, due to missing values.

The methods used to analyse the data include contingency tables that compare percentages in
different groups across countries, and binary logistic regressions. Only statistically significant
differences in the tables and graphs are commented on.

Research question 1 is studied by comparing the share of individuals who report that they have
participated in AET during last 12 months, and the share who reports that they would like to
participate in AET in the two groups of countries.

Research question 2 is studied by comparing the individuals’ educational level across the four
groups of demand for AET in countries with high and low participation rates. To study the
characteristics of the individuals who report that they have participated in AET and would like to
participate more, Table 2 presents results from a binary logistic regression on the probability of
being in the ‘partially met demand’-group in countries with high and low participation rates. In
Figure 3 the results from Table 2 is illustrated by showing the estimated probabilities for being in
the ‘partially met demand’ group by central individual and workplace characteristics.

Research question 3 is studied by comparing the average frequency of barriers to AET
participation in European countries with high and low participation rate. This is presented in
Table 3. Table 3 presents eight barriers in addition to a ninth category comprising all other
barriers. The eight barriers are presented both separately and classified as either institutional or
situational barriers.

Binary logistic regression, used in Table 2, is a method used when the outcome variable is
categorical and estimates the probability of being in the ‘partially met demand’-group, given the
values of the explanatory variables. The independent variables used were demographic variables
(gender, age), own educational level, parents’ educational level, and workplace-related variables
(private or public sector, and firm size, see definitions in Table 2 and in Appendix Table A1). The
individual and workplace characteristics included in the analyses are known from previous studies
to be factors that could affect participation in AET (see Desjardins 2010; Desjardins, 2015).
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Figure 1. Participation rate in adult education and training (AET) by country. The whole population and working population.
European countries1 participating in the 2013 PIAAC survey. 1Country abbreviations: FI= Finland, DK=Denmark, NL= the
Netherlands, SE= Sweden, NO= Norway, UK=United Kingdom, IE=Ireland, EE= Estonia, CZ=Czech Republic, DE=Germany,
BE=Belgium, ES=Spain, PL= Poland, SK=Slovak Republic, FR= France
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The frequency distribution of all independent variables included in the analyses is presented in
Table A1 (in the appendix).

Results

Comparing participation rates in adult education and training across European countries

As a starting point for our analyses, we compared participation rates in AET across European
countries participating in the 2013 PIAAC survey. Figure 1 displays participation rates in AET, for
the whole population and for the working population.

Figure 1 illustrates the variations in AET participation rates in the 15 European countries
which participated in the 2013 PIAAC survey. Finland and France are at either end of the
distribution with 75% and 43% participation among working adults, respectively. The graph
displays a well-known pattern, with four Nordic countries and the Netherlands as the countries
with the highest participation rates. Common for these five countries is that they have
a participation rate of 70% or more of the working population 25 years or older. They are in
the group of countries with a high participation rate. At the other end of the scale, we find three
countries with less than 50% participation by those in the working population, and only around
35% participation by the total population. These are Poland, the Slovak Republic and France. They
are in the group of countries with a low rate of participation.

Figure 1 illustrates the general tendency in all countries that the AET participation rate is higher in
the working population than in the total population. This is not surprising, as the total population
includes groups with low interest or lack of opportunities to participate in AET, such as people with
long-term sickness or disabilities, and other groups which are outside the labour market, temporarily
or permanently. Further, in the population analysed here, persons 16–24 years of age (mainly
students in their initial cycle of studies) are excluded. As the dominant reason for participation in
AET in many instances is job-related, our analysis has been limited to those who are working.

In the rest of the paper, our analyses are concentrated on eight countries mentioned above:
Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, the Netherlands, Poland, the Slovak Republic and France.
The first five countries constitute the group of countries with the highest AET participation rates,
while the latter three countries constitute the group of countries with the lowest AET participation
rates. As mentioned, the analyses only include the working population in each country, to further
concentrate the analytical focus. Excluding individuals not in the working population allows to
consider the relationship between work place factors and AET participation.

Higher demand for AET in countries with high participation rates?

Figure 2 presents a closer look at variations in demand for AET in the working population in each
of the eight countries using the four groups of demand for AET modelled by Desjardins (2017).
By combining information on participation in AET with information on the individual’s demand
for AET participation, the graph illustrates variations in demand and AET participation between
the eight countries. Thus, Figure 2 addresses research question 1: Is there a general higher demand
for AET in European countries with high participation rates?

Figure 2 displays the distinct differences between countries with high and low AET participa-
tion rates. Obviously, there are several differences between the two groups of countries. Looking at
the right end of the figure (yellow bars) we see that in countries with high AET participation rates,
about half of the working population had participated in AET during the previous 12 months
without wanting to participate more. Thus, according to the four groups of demand, they can be
labelled as having ‘met demand’ for AET. The percentage with ‘met demand’ is substantially lower
in countries with low participation rates, where they constitute 30–35% of the working popula-
tion. The differences are statistically significant.
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Turning to the left end of the figure, those who do not participate in AET and do not wish to
participate (the ‘no demand’ group) make up 20–25% in countries with high participation rates.
In countries with low participation rates, about half of the working population is in the ‘no
demand’ group.

The third group that differs significantly in size between countries with high and low AET
participation rates is the ‘partially met demand’-group – those who have participated in AET but
wishes to participate even more. The proportion is 22–30% for countries with high participation
rates and only 9–12% for countries with low participation rates.

The fourth and smallest group consists of those who do not participate in AET but wish to do
so, the ‘unmet demand’-group. What might be surprising is the lack of difference in group size
between countries with high and low AET participation rates. Taking into account the possible
higher level of barriers to AET in low participation countries one might expect this group to be
larger in this group of countries. Generally, the ‘unmet demand’ group is relatively small in all
countries (2–8%). Thus, countries with low AET participation rates are not found to have a high
proportion of people reporting barriers which prevent them from taking part in learning activities.

Comparing educational level and demand for AET in countries with high and low
participation rates

To further study characteristics of individuals in the different groups of demand, Table 1 presents
the educational level among individuals in each of the four groups of demand in countries with
high and low participation rates. Hence, Table 1 addresses research question 2, which also will be
followed up later.

Table 1 illustrates the substantial differences in educational level between the four groups of
demand for AET. A general difference in education level between the two groups of countries is
found. In countries with high AET participation rates the share of individuals with higher
education is 43%, compared to 33% in countries with low AET participation rates.

In both groups of countries, those who have participated in AET have on average a higher
educational level compared to those who have not participated in AET during the last 12 months.
This is in line with previous research which has shown that individuals with higher levels of
education are more likely to wish to invest in AET (see Desjardins & Rubenson, 2011; Desjardins
et al., 2006, Steffensen, 2009).

Figure 2. Four types of demand for AET, by country2. Eight countries participating in the 2013 PIAAC survey. 2Country abbrevia-
tions: NO= Norway, DK=Denmark, FI= Finland, SE= Sweden, NL= the Netherlands, FR= France, Pl= Poland, SK=Slovak republic
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Interestingly, it is the ‘partially met demand’ group which is found to have the highest average
level of education. Around 60% of those in this group have undertaken higher education (58% in
low participating countries and 62 in high participating countries) while only 3–7% have com-
pulsory education as their highest completed educational level. Among those who have partici-
pated in AET and do not wish to participate more, the ‘met demand’ group, the proportion with
higher education is about 45% in both groups of countries.

In the two other demand groups, the average level of education is lower. In the ‘unmet
demand’ group, the proportion having undertaken higher education is about 30%, and in the
‘no demand’ group, only about 20% have undertaken higher education. Thus, expressing no
interest in participating in AET is matched by low levels of education. Table 1 illustrates similar
patterns between countries with high and low AET participation rates when comparing share with
higher education across the four groups of demand.

Another interesting result of Table 1 is the different composition by education level of the ‘no
demand’ category in the two groups of countries. In countries with high AET participation rates,
a statistically significant higher proportion of the ‘no demand’ group has the lowest education level
(compulsory education) than in the countries with low participation rates (31% and 16%, respectively).
In countries with low participation rates, a higher share of the ‘no demand’ group has upper secondary
education (65% and 46%, respectively). This could indicate that the demand for AET is more driven by
education level in the low-participation countries than in the high-participation countries.

Table 1 indicates that the two groups of individuals that report a wish to participate (more) in
AET, the ‘partially met demand’ group, and the ‘unmet demand’ group may have quite different
characteristics. The ‘partially met demand’ group is revealed to have a statistically significant
higher average level of education than any of the other groups of demand, both in the group of
countries with high and low participation rates.

Characteristics of the ‘partly met demand’-group in countries with high and low
participation rates

To study in more detail the characteristics of the ‘partially met demand’ group – i.e. those who
report an interest to participate even more in AET than they already have, Table 2 presents the
results from a multivariate analysis on the probability of being in the ‘partially met demand’ group
compared to being in the other groups of demand. The analytical models are run separately for
countries with high and low participation rates.

Table 2 displays the results from a logistic regression model including individual characteristics
(gender, age, educational level and parents’ educational level) and work place characteristics
(sector and firm size). By controlling for central individual and workplace characteristics, the
aim is to learn more of the factors recognising the ‘partially met demand’ group in countries with
high and low participation rates. Significant effects are marked in bold.

Table 1. Four groups of demand for AET by own educational level in European countries with high and low AET participation rate.

No demand Unmet demand Partially met demand Met demand All

Low AET participation rate
Compulsory 16% 17% 3% 6% 11%
Upper secondary 65% 55% 35% 49% 56%
Higher education 20% 28% 62% 44% 33%
N 4487 383 989 2908 8767

High AET participation rate
Compulsory 31% 20% 7% 14% 16%
Upper secondary 46% 47% 34% 41% 41%
Higher education 23% 33% 58% 45% 43%
N 869 293 4333 7764 16713
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The analyses presented in Table 2 reveal some of the individual and workplace characteristics
of the ‘partially met demand’ group in countries with high and low participation rates. In both
groups of countries, the ‘partially met demand’ group is characterised as being relatively young
individuals with a high level of education (as shown in Table 1). Older individuals are less likely to
state that they have a partially met demand compared to those aged 34 or younger. Working in
the public sector or in a larger firm increases the likelihood of stating that they would be
interested in more AET, even though they already have participated in AET. Having parents
with a higher level of education increases the probability of being in the ‘partially unmet demand’
group both in countries with high and low participation rates.

The only clear difference between the two groups of countries is the effect of gender in Table 2.
In countries with high participation rates women are more likely than men to state that they have
a ‘partially unmet demand’, while there is no gender difference in countries with a low participa-
tion rate. However, the effect of gender is small. When calculated as the probability of being in the
group stating ‘partially met demand’ the estimated probability for men in high participation
countries is 0.25, while the corresponding probability for women is 0.28.

All the independent variables related to educational background or workplace characteristics
prove to be significant, both for countries with high and low participation rates. Even though the
importance of the different variables varies between the two groups of countries, the general
pattern is similar: The most substantial variable which increases the probability of a person having
‘partially met demand’ is their own educational level.

Figure 3 illustrates the differences in probabilities of being in the ‘partially met demand’ group
in countries with high and low participation rates. The calculated probabilities presented in
Figure 3 are based on the model in Table 2.

Figure 3 illustrates how different individual and workplace characteristics affect the probability
of being in the ‘partially met demand’ group (all probabilities are calculated on statistically
significant results in the regression). The pattern is similar in countries with high and low
participation rates. Looking at the columns to the left the estimated probabilities of being in the
‘partially met demand’ group is higher among those who have undertaken higher education

Table 2. Logistic regression on being in the ‘partially met demand’-group. Separate analyses for countries with high and
low AET participation rate.

High participation rate Low participation rate

B S.E. B S.E.

Gender (male = 0) 0,148 0,050 0,084 0,084

Age groups (age 25–34 = 0)
Age 35–44 0,033 0,058 −0,016 0,091
Age 45–54 −0,066 0,061 −0,270 0,095
Age 55+ −0,470 0,084 −0,640 0,144

Own educational level (HE = 0)
Compulsory −1,110 0,089 −1,218 0,214
Upper secondary −0,484 0,041 −0,800 0,086

Parental education (compulsory = 0)
Parent’s upper secondary 0,179 0,057 0,124 0,089
Parent’s HE 0,333 0,057 0,580 0,105
Sector (private = 0, public = 1) 0,288 0,052 0,564 0,083

Firm size (251 people or more = 0)
Size unknown −0,074 0,100 −0,524 0,105
Firm size 1–10 −0,363 0,078 −0,660 0,123
Firm size 11–50 −0,230 0,054 −0,379 0,107
Firm size 51–250 −0,214 0,061 −0,255 0,106
Constant −1,101 0,108 −1,976 0,167
Number of cases 16577 8532
Loglikelihood 18016.147 5459.965
Nagelkerke R2 0,083 0,132
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compared to those who have compulsory education as their highest educational level. While the
estimated probability increases from 10% to 25% in countries with high participation rates, the
probability increases from about 4% to 12% in countries with low participation rates.

Similarly, based on the results in Table 2 the probabilities of being in the ‘partially met
demand’ group are higher among those who have a high social background measured as parents’
level of education. The estimated probability increases from about 25% to 32% in countries with
high participation rates, and from about 12% to 20% in countries with low participation rates.
Furthermore, Figure 3 illustrates the higher probability of being in the ‘partially met demand’
group among the youngest compared to the oldest age groups, those occupied in the public sector
compared to the private sector, and among those working in large firms compared to small firms.
However, the variable which has the strongest separate effect is one’s own educational level –
those who have undertaken higher education are much more likely than their less educated
counterparts to have an interest in participating more in AET than they already have.

Barriers to AET participation

Having studied demand for AET, the role of educational level, as well as other individual and
workplace characteristics in countries with high and low participation rates, we now turn to the
topic of barriers. In PIAAC, all those who would like to participate in AET but have not been able
to do so, and those who have participated in AET but would like to participate more, have been
asked to report on the barriers to not participating (or to participate more). Thus, the requirement
for receiving the questions on barriers to AET participation is to have reported interest in
participation. A total of seven barriers are addressed in the PIAAC questionnaire, in addition to
an eighth group consisting of ‘other barriers’.

Table 3 presents the frequency of each barrier in each of the five countries having a high AET
participation rate and the three countries having a low AET participation rate. The table also
shows the average frequency of each barrier in the two groups of countries. In addition, the
barriers are categorised as either institutional or situational, following earlier research (Cross,

Figure 3. Estimated probability of being in the ‘partially met demand’ group in European countries with high and low participation
rate, by various background characteristics. Calculations based on significant coefficients in the regression in Table 2.
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1981, Desjardins et al., 2006, Rubenson, 2010). Dispositional barriers are left out of the analyses as
there are no items measuring directly that type of barrier. Relating Table 3 to the research
questions, the table addresses the third research question: Do individuals report more barriers
to participation in AET in European countries with low participation rates?

Table 3 reveals substantial variations between the scopes of the different barriers. While some
barriers are reported by more than a third of respondents in some countries, other barriers are
only reported by a small group. The barrier reported by the highest proportion in most countries
is ‘I was too busy at work’. In the Slovak Republic this is reported to be a barrier by 38%, followed
by Norway where 36% report this to be a barrier. Poland is the country where the proportion
reporting this as a barrier is lowest, 18%. However, in Poland the proportion reporting costs as
a barrier to participation is higher compared to the other countries, 21% compared to 9% on
average in the high participation countries.

Although there are variations in the frequencies of reported barriers and some country
differences, Table 3 indicates a pattern of similarities across the two groups of countries. The
pattern of barriers at play in high participation countries does not seem to differ much from the
pattern in low participation countries. The differences in averages of the three main types of
barriers between the two groups of countries are not statistically significant.

When summarising the proportions reporting institutional barriers to participation in each
country, the differences vary from 19% in Norway to 38% in Poland. Still, the average for the two
groups of countries is almost the same. The proportion of reported institutional barriers is 24% in
countries with high AET participation rates, while the corresponding percentage for countries
with low participation rates is 26. Thus, except for Poland, the proportion reporting institutional
barriers to AET participation seems to be rather modest both in countries with high and low
participation rates.

Turning from institutional to situational barriers, the proportion reporting these types of
barriers are generally higher in both groups of countries. Among the countries with high
participation rates, there is not much variation in the occurrence of different situational barriers,
with a few exceptions. In Denmark the proportion reporting barriers due to child care and family
responsibilities is only 5%, lower than in the other countries (9–13%), while lack of employers’
support is higher in Denmark compared to the other countries with high participation rates, 18
compared to 10–13%.

Table 3. Average frequency of barriers to AET participation in European countries with high and low participation rate.

High participation rate Low participation rate

NO DK FI SE NL Avg. FR PL SK Avg.

- I did not have the prerequisites 2% 2% 2% 3% 1% 2% 2% 4% 1% 2%
- Course/programme was offered at an
inconvenient time/place

10% 10% 20% 12% 9% 12% 4% 14% 9% 8%

- Education/training was too expensive/I could
not afford it

7% 12% 6% 9% 12% 9% 14% 21% 13% 16%

Sum Institutional barriers 19% 24% 28% 25% 22% 24% 20% 38% 23% 26%
- Lack of employer’s support 13 % 18 % 11 % 10 % 10 % 12 % 22 % 10 % 16 % 17 %
- I was too busy at work 36 % 31 % 33 % 30 % 34 % 33 % 28 % 18 % 38 % 27 %
- I did not have time because of child care or
family responsibilities

12 % 5 % 9 % 13 % 11 % 10 % 6 % 12 % 7 % 8 %

- Something unexpected came up that
prevented me from taking education or
training

5 % 4 % 4 % 4 % 6 % 5 % 3 % 6 % 3 % 4 %

Sum Situational barriers 66 % 58 % 57 % 57 % 61 % 59 % 59 % 47 % 65 % 57 %
Other barriers 15 % 18 % 15 % 18 % 16 % 17 % 21 % 14 % 12 % 17 %
N (= 100%) [Weighted numbers] 930 1186 1101 1167 838 5222 629 411 335 1374
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Among the countries with low participation rates there are somewhat more variations.
A significantly higher rate of respondents in France reported ‘lack of employer support’ as
a barrier compared to the other two countries in this group.

As already mentioned, ‘I was too busy at work’ is the barrier reported by the highest proportion
in most countries. Still, the proportion varies from 18% in Poland, 28% in France and 38% in the
Slovak Republic.

There are only minor variations in the proportion stating ‘other barriers’: on average, 17% in
both groups of countries report barriers other than those specified.

Overall, the patterns of reported institutional and situational barriers seem to be rather similar
across countries, irrespective of their total AET participation rates. The ranked importance of the
items is the same in the two groups of countries, although there are minor variations in their
magnitude. For instance, reporting ‘too busy at work’ as a barrier to participation is on average of
less importance to respondents in low participation countries compared to respondents from high
participation countries. The barrier ‘lack of employer support’ seems to be more important in low
participation countries than in high participation countries. For institutional barriers, the pattern
is a little different, as the cost of education seems to be the dominant factor in countries with low
participation rates while inconvenient scheduling is found to be more important as an institu-
tional barrier in high participation countries.

Discussion

In this paper, we have taken an empirical point of departure by comparing differences in demand
for adult training, i.e. the wish to participate in training or participate more, as well as barriers to
AET participation among those who wish to participate, in countries with high and low participa-
tion rates. To investigate the link between demand for participation in AET, barriers to participa-
tion in AET and participation rates, we have used the four groups of demand for AET modelled
by Desjardins (2017). The aim has been to use this angle to explore and highlight some of the
factors behind the country differences in AET participation.

Four Nordic countries and the Netherlands have formed the group of countries with high
participation rates, while Poland, the Slovak Republic and France have formed the group of
countries with low AET participation rates.

The analyses show substantial variations between the two groups of countries in the demand
for AET. Countries with high AET participation rates have a higher proportion of individuals who
have participated in AET and do not wish to participate more (the ‘met demand’ group). In
addition, the proportion of individual who have participated in AET and wish to participate more
(the ‘partially met demand’ group) is significantly larger in this group of countries. The ‘partially
met demand’ group is on average twice as large in countries with high AET participation rates
compared with countries with low AET participation rates, 26% and 11%, respectively. Thus, the
findings suggest a positive answer to research question 1. We find a general higher demand for
AET in European countries with high participation rates. Further, the ‘no demand’ group, i.e.
those who do not wish to participate, is considerably larger in the low-participating countries than
in the other group of countries.

The findings also suggest a mostly positive answer to research question 2. Overall, we find
a similar relationship between the individuals’ education level and demand for AET in the two
group of countries. In both countries with high and low participation rates individuals who have
participated in AET are recognised with a higher educational level compared to those who have
not participated. In addition, those who have participated in AET and wish to participate more
(partially met demand) are found to have a particularly high average level of education, signifi-
cantly higher than the other groups. In this group, about 60% have completed higher education.
In contrast, only about 20% have completed higher education in the group of individuals that
have not participated in AET and have not reported any interest in AET (the ‘no demand’ group).
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The findings could indicate that the ‘partially met demand’ group is not necessarily a group
facing barriers hindering them from further AET participation. Both individual and work place
characteristics of this group indicate that it consists of individuals who have above average
opportunities for AET participation. More often than individuals in the other groups, they are
employed in the public sector and in large firms; parts of the labour market that have higher
proportions of employees who participate in AET compared to the private sector and smaller
firms. Using the concepts of Cross (1981), their experiences with participating in learning
activities may have created positive circles and have reinforced their motivation for AET parti-
cipation. The visibility of many training opportunities in the ‘high-participating countries’ is
probably the reason why the ‘partially met demand’ group is relatively large in these countries.
Thus, instead of classifying this group as having ‘partly met demand’, and alternative classification
of this group could be ‘infinite demand’.

Although the relationship between the individuals’ education level and demand for AET in the
two group of countries are found to be generally similar, some variations are found. In countries
with high AET participation rates, a substantially higher proportion of the ‘no demand’ group has
a low education level than in countries with low participation rates. This could indicate that the
demand for AET is more driven by education level in the low-participation countries than in the
high-participation countries.

The analyses of barriers to participation in AET show a similar pattern between countries with
high and low AET participation rates. On average, the proportion reporting barriers to AET
participation is not higher in countries with low AET participation rates compared to countries
with high participation rates. Furthermore, the groups reporting that they have not participated in
AET although they would like to (the ‘unmet demand’ group) are not larger in countries with low
AET participation rates, rather this group is small in both groups of countries. These findings
suggest a negative answer to research question 3 that individuals in countries with low participa-
tion rates face higher barriers to AET participation compared with individuals in countries with
high participation rates. Thus, contrary to what we could have expected there does not seem to be
a higher share of individuals reporting barriers to AET participation in countries with low
participation rates.

Still, some exceptions are found. In Poland the proportion reporting costs as a barrier to
participation is higher compared to the other countries. This might be linked to the rapid rise of
private higher education in Poland from the early 1990s (Duczmal, 2006; Kweik, 2013). The low
proportion reporting costs as a barrier is probably also partly due to a high degree of ‘free-of-
charge’ or low-cost offerings of continuing education in the Nordic countries. In these countries,
there has been a long tradition of programmes of this type being offered (Rubenson, 2006).

In addition, it could be argued that (some of) those who have not participated in AET and
report no interest in participation, are in fact facing dispositional barriers. As previously dis-
cussed, dispositional barriers are difficult to measure as they are linked to ‘attitudes and self-
perceptions about oneself as a learner’ (Cross, 1981, p. 98). Since only those who reported an
interest in more participation in AET received the questions about barriers, it could be argued
that some individuals who face barriers to participation are not revealed by the PIAAC data. The
large proportion of individuals reporting no demand for AET in the low participation countries
may imply higher dispositional barriers to participation in this group of countries, but also that
fewer training opportunities are actually perceptible. In other words, instead of being in a positive
learning circle caused by participating in learning activities, it could be argued that they are in
a negative circle – not gaining new skills or knowledge and remaining uninterested in participat-
ing in learning activities.

Our findings seem to demonstrate a difference in the general interest for AET in countries with
high and low participation rates. Countries where structural barriers are low and general participa-
tion high seems to be recognised with a more positive climate towards AET participation. These are
mainly formed by the Nordic countries which can be recognised by their welfare state regimes. These
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findings are in line with previous studies which have found AET participation to be being closely
linked to structural factors, including features of the work place, the labour market and/or country-
specific policies (Cross, 1981; Desjardins & Rubenson, 2013; Rubenson, 2006).

The findings display that the differences between countries with high and low AET participation
rates is more evident when comparing the scope of demand for AET, and different forms of demand,
than when comparing barriers to participation. However, a considerable difference between the two
groups of countries is the proportion which reports no interest in AET. This points to the relationship
between barriers and demand. While countries with high AET participation are generally
recognised as having high demand and low barriers to AET participation, countries with low
participation rates as recognised by their low demand which may be seen as an outcome of less
attention being paid to AET and fewer opportunities to participate in AET in these countries.

As a paradox, the association between individuals’ educational level and AET participation
seems to be strong also in countries with high participation rates. Thus, even in countries with
high AET participation rates, where the structural barriers are low, the challenge seems to be to
increase the interest in AET among those who have not (yet) participated in AET and who are not
part of the ‘positive learning circle’ (Cross, 1981). These are groups recognised by low levels of
education and fewer work place opportunities for AET. Nevertheless, these groups of individuals
might experience major benefits from participating in AET. The analyses in this paper suggest that
reducing barriers do not necessarily increase demand for AET among all groups. Increasing the
interest for AET among individuals with low levels of education is a major challenge both in
countries with high and low participation rates.
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Appendix

Table A1.

Variable Value
Countries with high participation

rate
Countries with low participation

rate

Gender Male 54% 53%
Female 46% 47%

Age (grouped) Age 25–34 29% 24%
Age 35–44 28% 28%
Age 45–54 27% 28%
Age 55+ 16% 21%

Own educational level Compulsory 11% 16%
Upper secondary 56% 41%
Higher education 33% 43%

Parent’s educational
level

Compulsory 33% 40%
Upper secondary 52% 33%
Higher education 15% 27%

Sector Private 73% 65%
Public 27% 35%

Firm size Size unknown 16% 12%
1–10 people 21% 19%
11–50 people 26% 29%
51–250 people 20% 22%
More than 250
people

16% 18%
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