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Executive summary

Executive summary
Rapidly changing developments in new
technology have considerably changed the
nature of work. The extent to which economies
can reap the benefits from these changes will
depend on the ability of institutions to provide
the right conditions for investment in knowledge
and skills. Yet, the current structure of the adult
learning system in the UK is fostering social
fragmentation. Access to, and participation in,
adult learning has been determined by wealth,
age, place of residence, and educational
attainment. Participation is characterised by what
the sociologist Robert Merton called the ‘Matthew
Effect’ of accumulated advantage: those who
already have opportunities, get more; while those
who do not have opportunities are unable to
gain any. Or, in other words: ‘advantages beget
advantages’ (Rigney, 2010).

This report uses data from the European Statistical
System to explore key learning patterns and
progress. It provides a deeper and more thorough
understanding of adult learning at the regional,
individual and organisational levels and recognises
leverage points and opportunities in the UK adult
learning system. Rather than focusing solely on
individuals, we believe that it is more appropriate
to focus on the context of the system. Therefore,
for the purposes of this report, we adopt the terms
‘National Adult Learning System’ and ‘Regional
Adult Learning System’, as we believe that national
and regional institutional relationships determine
the participation of individuals in adult learning.
In our research, we wanted to explore questions
such as: How has low-skilled, middle-skilled
and high-skilled employment changed over
time in the UK, and what are the implications for
adult learning?; What are the characteristics of
adult learners in the UK?; And what is the role of
employers in adult learning and education?
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Our key findings include:

1
2

Rise of the service economy:
Since the information and telecommunications
revolution, the share of the service sector in total
employment has increased significantly and the
direct production of goods has been replaced by
the production of knowledge-based and in-person
services. This structural transformation has led
to a marked concentration of economic activity in
particular regions, worsening regional inequalities
and increasing the importance of lifelong learning.
Growing inequality:
There are huge disparities in adult learning across
the UK and between different social and economic
groups. The huge differences in participation across
the country are most keenly felt within individual
regions. London has the greatest variation in
participation of any region.
Non-participants in adult learning tend to fall into
one or more of three groups: the elderly; those
with low levels of education; and the unemployed.
The participation rate for those aged 25-34 in the
UK was 60.3 per cent compared to 39 per cent for
those aged 55-64. For adults with tertiary-level
education, the participation rate was around 68.1
per cent, while the rate for less qualified adults
was only 28.1 per cent.

3

Industry plays a critical role:
Participation in adult education and training is
mostly non-formal, job-related and employersponsored. 41.3 per cent of adults participated
in job-related education, which is equivalent to
approximately 80 per cent of participation in total
adult learning (ALE) activities. However, the training
efforts of many employers remain focused on young
and highly skilled employees, increasing existing
inequalities across individuals.
Significant individual, regional and interregional
inequalities in the UK are putting the country’s
adult learning system under increasing strain.
Our analysis suggests that participation in adult
learning is associated with social and economic
inequality at the organisational, local and regional
levels. To ensure that every adult is given equality
of opportunity in terms of access to adult learning,
training providers, policymakers and organisations
need to focus on devising effective national and
regional adult learning systems.
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Introduction

The greatest threat to employment
is not automation but an
inability to remain competitive.
Many studies predict that automation could
dramatically boost economic growth and
productivity. For example, a report by Accenture
(2016) forecasts that automation will improve
labour productivity by up to 40 per cent. Similarly,
the Boston Consulting Group (2015) forecasts
productivity improvements of 30 per cent over
the next ten years. To quote Paul Kraugman,
“Productivity isn't everything, but in the long run it
is almost everything. A country's ability to improve
its standard of living over time depends almost
entirely on its ability to raise its output per worker”.
The UK is behind many of its European
counterparts when it comes to automation.
According to the International Federation of
Robotics (IFR, 2019), the most automated
countries in the world include South Korea,

Singapore, Germany, Japan, Sweden, Denmark
and the USA. In 2017, there were just 85 industrial
robots per 10,000 workers in the UK manufacturing
sector. In contrast, Germany – Europe’s most
automated country – has 322 units per 10,000
workers, while the equivalent figure in the Czech
Republic, the closest European country to the UK,
is 119 units. That positions the UK behind 21 other
countries, and means that it urgently needs to
embrace technology and increase productivity.
The UK is also a long way behind in terms of
productivity. According to the Office for National
Statistics (2018), in 2016, output per hour worked
in the UK was 15.1 per cent below the average
for the other Group of Seven leading economies
(Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the UK
and the US).

Source — International Federation of Robotics, 2017:2
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The Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy
Committee (2019:3) observes that: “The risk we
face is not a robot takeover of our workplaces,
but that our lack of adoption and the reluctance
of businesses and the government to lead the way
in the Fourth Industrial Revolution means other
countries will seize the initiative and take advantage
of new technologies, not least the growth and jobs
they bring, while we are left behind.”
The extent to which economies can reap the
benefits of automation and boost their productivity
will depend on the ability of institutions to
provide the right conditions and infrastructure for
investment in knowledge and skills, facilitating
the transition of the workforce to the new world of
work. The structure and functioning of a country's
adult learning system is likely to be reflected
not only in the effects on productivity but also
in the impact of new technology on employment.
Failure to understand the relationship between
technological unemployment and adult learning
may disrupt the emergence of a new period
of growth.
For the purposes of this research, we adopt the
term ‘National Adult Learning System’, which we
define as the set of formal and social institutions
whose interactions determine the participation of

adult learners in training, and the learning and/or
employment outcomes within a country. We also
believe that, due to the diverse regional structure
of adult training and education, it is critical to
consider regional interventions and focus on
regional adult learning systems, to ensure that
disparities across and within regions are reduced.
A ‘Regional Adult Learning System’ is derived from
the institutional relationships that define adult
learning within a region.
In our recent report Becoming FutureFit, which
presents an exploratory analysis of adult learning
(ALE) across Europe, we find that devising
effective national adult learning systems, which
help to tackle inequality and social exclusion, still
seems to be a distant goal. Based on the findings
of our report, we believe that significant regional
and interregional inequalities in the UK are
putting the country’s adult learning system under
increasing strain.

Introduction

It uses data from the European Labour Force
Survey to explore employment patterns in the UK.
In addition, data from the European Statistical
System, the Adult Education Survey (AES), the EU
Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) and the Continuing
Vocational Training Survey (CVTS) are used to
explore key learning patterns and progress. The
AES and CVTS are conducted every five years, and
the LFS annually.
It is clear that participation in adult education
is characterised by what the sociologist Robert
Merton called the Matthew Effect: those who
already have opportunities, get more; while those
who do not have opportunities are unable to
gain any. It is reasonable to infer that individual
characteristics are the single determinant of ALE
participation. However, ALE participation, which
is driven by socioeconomic characteristics at the
individual level, is associated with social inequality
at the organisational, regional and national levels.

The report addresses three questions on adult
learning in the UK. First, how has low-skilled,
middle-skilled and high-skilled employment
changed over time in the UK, and what are the
implications for adult learning? Second, what are
the characteristics of adult learners? Third, what
is the role of firms in adult learning and education?
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Rise of the knowledge economy

Fig
Today’s knowledge economy has seen a
remarkable increase in the quantity and complexity
of new technology. Together with demographic
change, this is significantly affecting labour market
trends. Over the past 50 years, the structure of
the UK economy has been transformed. The UK
has become a ‘post-industrial’ economy, marked
by a transition from a manufacturing-based
economy to a service-based economy. Since
1970, manufacturing has fallen by more than 200
per cent, reducing jobs by more than five million;
while the service sector increased by about 45 per
cent and service jobs by seven million in 2018.
Since the beginning of the 1990s, the share of the
service sector in total employment has increased
significantly, rising from 69 per cent to 82 per cent
of total employment (see Figure 1). This transition
is connected with the replacement of blue-collar
manual labourers with high-skilled workers, as
the direct production of goods is replaced by the
production of services.
The literature on labour demand tends to refer to
three levels of skill: low, middle and high. These
three categories are used to group the eight basic
categories of occupations listed in the International
Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO)
(excluding those in the armed forces).

1
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Employment by Industry in the UK, 1992-2018
Source — Adapted from ILO (2019)
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2

Rise of the knowledge economy

Industry High-Skilled

Services High-Skilled

Industry Medium-Skilled

Services Medium-Skilled

Industry Low-Skilled

Services Low-Skilled

Employment
(thousands)
14000

Based on the aggregate levels of education
presented in ILOSTAT, highly skilled workers
include managers; professionals; technicians and
associate professionals. Medium-skilled workers
include clerical support workers; service and sales
workers; skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery
workers; craft and related trades workers; and
plant and machine operators and assemblers.
Low-skilled workers are those in the most basic
occupations.
Figure 2 shows changes in employment in the UK
between 1992 and 2018 for each of these skill
groups by services and industry. The employment
in the service sector increased significantly for both
highly skilled and middle-skilled occupations, and
remained about stable for low-skilled employees.
In particular, highly skilled employment doubled
in the service sector, from about seven million to
around 13 million jobs. The picture is completely
different in industry, where medium-skilled jobs
have significantly decreased by around 45 per cent,
while employment in highly skilled and low-skilled
jobs increased slightly between 1992 and 2018.

12000

10000

8000

6000

4000

2000

1992

1994

1996

1998

2000

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

2016

2018

Increases in the share of high-skilled occupational
groups are associated with the advance of the
knowledge economy. It is clear that labour markets
have already experienced substantial growth in
the proportion of highly skilled occupations, but
simultaneous losses of low-skilled occupations.

Changes in skills in the UK, 1992-2018
Source — Adapted from ILO (2019)
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Rise of the knowledge economy

Fig
The share of highly skilled occupations is 50 per
cent of total employment, while the equivalent figure
for low-skilled occupations is around 10 per cent.
This expansion was mainly concentrated in various
professional, scientific, technical, administrative
and support service activities. This was a minor
sector 30 years ago, but since then has increased by
approximately 200 per cent, employing around four
million people in 2018; it continues to increase.

3

Many knowledge-intensive services, including
professional, scientific, technical, administrative
and support service activities, are concentrated in
particular regions, leading to regional inequalities.
Such inequalities are likely to significantly worsen,
with London, one of the main cities with high-skilled
occupations, decoupling from the rest of the UK. For
example, professional services are responsible for
almost one million jobs in London (see Figure 3).

Employment concentration
in (%) across the UK
21.3

2.0

While regional inequalities will be significant,
disparities within individual regions should not
be ignored, as they could dramatically increase.
For example, while London should be able to take
advantage of economic growth through investment
in high-skilled jobs, it also needs to ensure that
low-skilled and medium-skilled individuals are not
left behind. For everyone to thrive in work, the adult
learning system needs to ensure that learning fits
individual needs and circumstances (Chapman, 2019).

Employment concentration in professional,
scientific, technical, administrative and
support service activities in the UK, 2018
Source — Adapted from Eurostat (2019a)
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Learningsystem
System

Adult learning is
all learning activity
undertaken throughout
life, with the aim of
improving knowledge,
skills and competence,
within a personal,
civic, social and/
or employment-related
perspective.

Source — European Commission, 2001, p:9

Adult learning in the UK

A deeper and more thorough understanding of
adult learning will help the leverage points and
opportunities to be recognised, enhancing the
outreach and impact of adult learning in the UK.
This section analyses adult learning at the regional,
individual and organisational levels. National and
regional characteristics shape adult learning and
affect the level of participation. Therefore, rather
than focusing solely on individuals when discussing
the conditions which encourage adult learning, we
believe that it is more appropriate to discuss them
in the context of the ecosystem.
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3.1

Adult learning in the UK

Fig

4

Differences in overall
participation rates across
and within regions

Participation in ALE
in (%) of adults EU
29.2

2.5

The latest results from the LFS (with a reference
period of four weeks) show that in 2018 the
highest rates of adult participation in learning were
in Sweden (29.2 per cent) and Finland (28.5 per
cent); the participation rate in the UK, however,
stood at only 14.6 per cent (see Figure 4).

Adult participation in ALE in % of
adults aged 25-64 in the EU 28, 2018
Source — Adapted from Eurostat (2019b)
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Fig

5

Adult learning in the UK

Participation in ALE
in (%) of adults UK
16.5

10.6

There are major differences in the rates of
participation in adult learning in different parts
of the UK. Some local factors, particularly those
that relate to location, the local economy and
the prevailing cultures of communities, are not
easily addressed by central government, and the
development of effective Regional Adult Learning
Systems (RALS) is critical. The South West and
London stood out from the other regions, reporting
higher participation levels of about 16 per cent. In
contrast, Northern Ireland reported participation of
around 10 per cent (see Figure 5).
The huge differences in participation across the
country are most keenly felt within individual
regions. London has the greatest variation in
participation of any region. The participation of
adults in the west and north-west of outer London
(18 per cent) was more than six per cent higher
than in the east of inner London (12 per cent).

Adult participation in ALE in % of
adults aged 25-64 within the UK, 2018
Source — Adapted from Eurostat (2019b)
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Differences in overall
participation rates
among individuals
There does not seem to be an equal distribution
of adult learning participation among individual
adult learners. The AES and LFS show that those
with insufficient learning opportunities included
the elderly and the less qualified. The AES, which
measures participation in education and training
within the preceding 12 months, reports that the
participation of those aged 25-34 in the UK was
60.3 per cent, compared to 39 per cent for those
aged 55-64 (see Figure 6). The figure for adults
with tertiary-level education was around 68.1 per
cent, while the rate for less qualified adults (those
with less than primary or with primary and lower
secondary education) was only 28.1 per cent.
In addition, while 67.9 per cent of highly skilled
occupations – including managers, professionals,
technicians and associated professionals –
participated in education and training, only
around 40 per cent of skilled manual workers
and elementary occupations did so.

Fig

Occupation

6

Elementary occupations
Skilled manual workers
Clerical support workers, service
and sales workers
Managers, professionals,
technicians and associate
professionals

Educational
Attainment Level

3.2

Adult learning in the UK

Tertiary education
Upper secondary and
post-secondary non-tertiary
education
Less than primary, primary and
lower secondary education
From 55 to 64 years
From 45 to 54 years

Age

Education for all

From 35 to 44 years
From 25 to 34 years

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

% participation in ALE

Participation in ALE in % of adults aged 25-64 in the UK
in 2016, by occupation, educational attainment level and age
Source — Adapted from Eurostat (2019b)
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Table

1

All

From 55 to 64 years

Less than primary,
primary and lower
secondary education

No need for (further)
education or training

74.4

78.4

73.4

Schedule

59.8

47.7

50.6

Cost

45.2

33.5

47.2

Family responsibilities

38.4

25.7

37.9

Lack of employer's support
or public services support

32.5

22.4

27.3

Distance

30.3

34.2

30

Other personal reasons

22.1

26.1

36.5

Prerequisites

14.3

12.7

28.1

Health or age

14.1

25.5

30.5

No suitable education or
training activity (offer)

8.2

12.3

11.7

Negative previous
learning experience

4.9

7.1

11.9

No access to a
computer or internet

3.0

6.5

7.3

Obstacles

According to Table 1, the most frequent obstacles
to participation in lifelong learning in 2016 were
existing work schedules (59.8 per cent) and cost
(45.2 per cent). The lack of flexibility in training
opportunities is also a barrier to ALE participation.
According to the OECD (2019), training was
delivered as distance learning to less than 15 per
cent of participants.
Health/age was the obstacle with the highest
variation of importance across individual
characteristics. For example, it is an obstacle
reported frequently by 30.5 per cent of less
qualified adults, compared with 6.6 per cent of the
highly educated, exemplifying negative attitudes
towards participation in education in later life. It
is also important to note that about 75% of adults
believe that that there is not need for (further)
education, illustrating negative attitudes towards
participation in education. Raising awareness of
the importance of reskilling and upskilling among
adults could promote ALE across all individual
socioeconomic groups.

Obstacles to participation in ALE in the UK in 2016
Source — Adapted from Eurostat (2019b)
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Adult learning in the UK

3.3

Differences in overall
participation rates
among individuals
within businesses
The AES reports that while 47.5 per cent of adults
participated in non-formal learning, only around
11.9 per cent participated solely in formal activities
provided by public organisations and recognised
private bodies. Participation in adult education
and training, according to the AES, is mostly of a
non-formal, job-related and employer-sponsored
nature, highlighting the role of businesses in adult
education. 41.3 per cent of adults participated in
job-related education, which is equivalent to about
80 per cent of participation in total ALE activities.
39.8 per cent of adults participated in job-related
and employer-sponsored learning.
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Adult learning in the UK

Fig

In addition, inequalities exist between different
occupations. While 58.3 per cent of highly skilled
occupations – including managers, professionals,
technicians and associated professionals –
participated in job-related, non-formal education,
only around 30 per cent of skilled manual workers
and elementary occupations did so.

Occupation

Skilled manual workers
Clerical support workers, service
and sales workers
Managers, professionals,
technicians and associate
professionals

Educational
Attainment Level

In 2016, 49.7 per cent of people aged 25-34
participated in job-related, non-formal learning
activities, in the 12 months preceding the
survey. This share could be compared with the
corresponding value for adults aged 55-64, where
27.2 per cent participated in such activities. At the
same time, 54.9 per cent of people aged 25-64
with a tertiary-level qualification participated
in job-related, non-formal learning activities,
compared with 21.6 per cent of those with a low
level of educational attainment.

7

Elementary occupations

Tertiary education
Upper secondary and
post-secondary non-tertiary
education
Less than primary, primary and
lower secondary education
From 55 to 64 years
From 45 to 54 years

Age

The training efforts of many employers remain
focused on highly skilled employees; this only
serves to increase existing inequalities (see Figure
7). The share of non-formal education and training
activities that were job-related was significantly
higher among the young and adults with tertiarylevel qualifications.

From 35 to 44 years
From 25 to 34 years

0

20

40

60

% participation in
job-related education

Participation in job-related education in the UK in 2016,
by occupation, educational attainment level and age
Source — Adapted from Eurostat (2019b)
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Adult learning in the UK

Fig

8

Skills considered important by % of all enterprises
Skills targeted by CVT courses by % of enterprises providing CVT course
Technical, practical or
job-specific skills
Team working skills
Customer handling skills
Problem solving skills

According to the CVTS, an enterprise survey
covering establishments with at least ten
employees, employers make poor use of skills
assessments (See Figure 8). Although the
importance of some skills, including technical,
practical or job-specific skills (35.7 per cent),
customer handling (32.5 per cent) and teamwork
(35.6 per cent), correlates with a significant
provision of related training courses, this is not
always the case.
Some skills, which are mainly those needed by
less skilled workers, such as numeracy and/or
literacy skills and general IT skills, are considered
important, but only a very small proportion of
enterprises with at least ten employees provide
continuing vocational training (CVT) courses in
these skills. Such mismatches imply that education
providers are not offering courses which match the
skills needs of employers, and that inclusiveness is
not advocated.

General IT skills
Management skills
Office administration skills
Oral or written
communication skills
Numeracy and/or
literacy skills
Professional IT skills
Other skills and competences
0

20

40

60

80

Greater collaboration between employers and
education providers could assist employers to
thoroughly assess their skills needs and develop
effective training programmes that address those
needs for all individuals.

% enterprises

Skills targeted by CVT courses, and skills considered
important by enterprises, in the UK in 2015
Source — Adapted from Eurostat (2019b)
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Conclusion

Why should society feel responsible
only for the education of children,
and not for the education of all
adults of every age?
Advances in technology mean that automation can
now enhance a firm’s productivity, so its impact on
employment cannot be discounted. However, there
is still only a limited understanding of the ways in
which new technology affects labour markets in the
digital age. In 1930, John Maynard Keynes claimed
that machines will take over all jobs from humans.
Was he right? The answer is obviously yes but
only in the following way: he correctly anticipated
the impact of machinery on manufacturing
employment but missed the fact that services
could create as many jobs as are needed to
employ the workers displaced from manufacturing
(Kapetaniou & Pissarides, 2019). As demand for
labour in the service sector increases, shifts in the
labour market to knowledge-based and in-person
services will be critical to the economy. As a result,
demand for skills is changing within and between
industries and regions, increasing the importance
of lifelong learning.

Source — Erich Fromm

Our analysis suggests that there are huge
disparities in adult learning across the UK.
More importantly, however, disparities also exist
between different social and economic groups.
Our findings suggest that ALE participation is
associated with social and economic inequality
at the organisational, regional and national
levels. Therefore, rather than focusing solely on
individuals when discussing the conditions which
encourage adult learning, it is more appropriate to
discuss them in the context of the national and/or
regional adult learning system.

The report also calls for far greater investment
in a strong national and regional adult learning
system, aligned with the labour market. New
jobs are created not only by individual firms,
but through the collective endeavour of training
providers, policymakers and organisations.
This requires diverse and substantive sets of
resources and expertise.

Overall, this report presents some challenges
to individuals, to the practices of organisations
and education providers, and to the policies of
individual regions within the UK. To meet the
demands of a fast-changing labour market, the
government of the United Kingdom, training
providers, and industry will need to make a greater
effort to devise an effective adult learning system,
which helps to tackle inequality.
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